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Chapter One

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** aboard UNSC Prowler **_**Shadow Boxer**_**, Slipstream Space – unknown coordinates. 0700 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

A small buzzer sounded, echoing around the small room and made the sole occupant, Chief Petty Officer SPARTAN-A196, Lisa, open her eyes and woke up.

She stared at the metal ceiling of her quarters for a moment then brought her hand down on the alarm clock built into her bedside cabinet, silencing it, then slowly got out of bed, easing the stiffness from her muscles and reached for her service fatigues, worn and faded from years of use.

They were quickly donned, covering up a plethora of scars and burns that covered the Spartan's pale body, reminders of a hard life fighting against a merciless foe. Lisa laced up her boots then left the room, ducking her seven foot tall frame under the hatchway as she headed for the bridge.

She was aboard a prowler, stealth ships used solely by the Office of Naval Intelligence for all manner of operations from laying nuclear minefields in battle to gathering electronic data on the enemy ahead of an all out attack, taking part in a long duration, highly classified operation targeting the Insurrection, human rebels that wanted out of the Unified Earth Government and its principle fighting force the United Nations Space Command.

Her mission for the past seven months, and that of the prowler's crew, was to search the outer limits of UNSC controlled space for hints of Insurrectionist activity and quell it if possible. Or, failing that, engage in guerrilla warfare against them until reinforcements from mainline Navy and Marine forces could arrive and tackle the rebels more directly.

So far, six planets had been targeted and three Insurrectionist encampments had been wiped out with minimal UNSC losses but lately their searches had been turning up nothing but abandoned hideouts, their insides stripped and torched.

This had been the pattern Lisa followed until during her last exploration of a deserted Innie stronghold, she had uncovered an intact data chip containing coordinates for a star system several light years outside Human controlled space.

The _Shadow Boxer _had jumped to the remote system the moment Lisa was back onboard, a little over six weeks ago, and now, if the NAV computer's estimate was accurate, they would be arriving any time soon.

She stepped onto the bridge where the officers in charge of the ship sat at their stations, watching the screens for any alarming changes.

Lisa passed them by and came to a halt behind the woman in charge of the entire prowler, Commander Eva Colbert.

The Spartan stood beside her, towering over the diminutive woman with ease, and clasped both hands behind her back as the pair looked through the forward view screen into the inky void that was Slipspace.

'Ready to get back to work, Spartan?' Colbert said, looking up at Lisa.

'Yes, ma'am.' Lisa said. She hated being on ships. No real gravity, no real atmosphere, no control. Ground pounders were just cargo in space.

'Good.' Colbert said, turning back to the void. 'NAV says that we've got another two hours before arriving at our next stop. I want you geared up and ready before then.'

'Yes, ma'am.' Lisa said. She saluted and made her way to another of the prowler's rooms, repurposed to serve as her armour bay.

Inside was a set of MJOLNIR Mark V, the iconic armour of Spartans everywhere. It looked imposing and impenetrable, even empty, and weighed close to half a ton. Despite this, the armour felt as light as air when worn, thanks in part to force multiplying circuits and a reactive metal liquid crystal layer that boosted her already immense speed and strength to superhuman levels.

Lisa had modified it as well, swapping certain parts to suit her skill set and operating methods. She worked alone, going up against the Insurrectionists by herself or with little support, and used stealth to whittle down the enemy. As such, her helmet was taken from the RECON armour variant to reduce her infrared emission and reflections from her visor, tinted a non-reflective black to reduce this further.

Her shoulders had different attachments to each other, neither of them coming from the RECON system. On Lisa's left was an up-armoured multi-threat pauldron, a thick, rounded plate that gave her additional protection when firing a sniper rifle from counter attack, similar to the ODST Sharpshooter BDU given to their marksmen, while the right shoulder was protected by an up-armoured base security pauldron, essentially an extra piece of metal wrapped around her shoulder that offered her arm freedom of movement and protection at the same time.

On the MJOLNIR's chest were several pouches for ammo and other small supplies that Lisa might need quickly, such as lock picking equipment and a rugged data pad for electronic locks.

Attached to the leg was a basic medical kit, containing a canister of biofoam and some stimpacks, just enough to keep Lisa combat capable for a few hours at least in case she suffered a crippling injury.

Everything had a matte grey finish.

The doors leading into the armour bay opened and a team of technicians entered, ready to help Lisa don her armour.

She disrobed and stepped into the middle of the room as they brought over the black bodysuit.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** aboard UNSC Prowler **_**Shadow Boxer**_**, Slipstream Space – unknown coordinates. 0941 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

Now fully armoured, Lisa stepped back onto the bridge, each step making dull thuds as half a ton of Spartan came down on the metal deck. Several on the bridge glanced uneasily at Lisa as she passed, some flicking to the suppressed battle rifle on her back.

She came to a halt behind Colbert as the Commander sat in her chair, eyes locked on the view screen.

'Coming out of slipspace in ten seconds.' The Lieutenant on NAV called out. 'Five seconds, four, three, two seconds, one.'

A bout of deceleration rocked the ship as it transition back into normal space, stars filling the viewscreen.

'New course, two-two-five by zero-four-zero.' Colbert ordered. 'Three tenths full.'

Prowler guidelines called for an immediate course correction the moment the stealth ship left Slipspace, in case there was anything that gave away their transition. They were woefully underpowered against anything bigger than a Longsword Interceptor. Being invisible was their only strength and form of protection.

'Sensors, anything?' Colbert asked as the _Boxer _settled on its new heading.

'No, ma'am. I'm not picking anything up, human or Covenant.'

Lisa breathed an inward sigh of relief, as did everyone else on the bridge.

The lone prowler could deal with a decent sized Insurrectionist occupation, but there was no way it could tackle anything the alien juggernaut fielded. Not with only one soldier onboard.

Colbert nodded. 'Alright. NAV, find me the nearest inhabitable planet and put us in orbit over it.'

'Yes, ma'am. Scanning.' The officer on the NAV station scanned the system they were in, nodded once, then typed in a string of commands. 'Planet found, five million kilometres distance. Moving us towards it at one third power.'

The prowler moved, whisper quiet, towards a lone planet orbiting a brilliant yellow sun, looking similar to Earth. There were green and brown continents, deep blue oceans and polar ice caps, all beneath a brilliant white cloud cover.

Lisa cocked her head to the side as she watched the planet get closer, thinking. Why had the Insurrectionists come here? Why come to a planet so far from everywhere else? Did it contain a valuable resource they were extracting and selling to fund their operations? Or was it simply because of the remoteness of the system?

'Coming into orbit now.'

A rumble went through the ship as it settled on an orbital path high above the planet.

'Start a detailed scan of the planet.' Colbert said. 'I want to know why the Innies had coordinates leading here.'

'Aye, Commander.'

Onscreen, high resolution images of the surface below began flashing by. Vast unspoiled forests, sparkling blue seas, immense deserts, rolling grasslands. It was picturesque.

The officer on sensors cocked his head to the side, like Lisa had, but in confusion rather than thought.

'Ma'am, I'm picking up some weird energy signatures.' He said. 'Unknown type. It's not in our database.'

'Source?' Colbert asked.

'Widespread, but there are three significant locations.' He tapped in a command and the viewscreen shifted to display the overall image the prowler had taken of the planet and three waypoints faded into existence on top of it.

'Zoom and enhance, all three.' Colbert ordered. 'Spartan, get ready for a hard drop. Soon as we've figured these things out, you're going down.'

'Yes, ma'am.' Lisa said, snapping off a salute before heading to the _Boxer_'s HEV launch bay, a recent addition to a stealth ship to let it deploy the lone Spartan with a much lower chance of being detected. A Pelican would have taken up too much room and presented a radar target for any ships nearby, but the small profile of the drop pod made it ideal.

She backed it with her equipment, a suppressed battle rifle and pistol, four weeks worth of food and supplies, several shaped charges and cans of C7 foaming explosive, then climbed into the seat.

'_We're having some difficulty indentifying the sources of these energy readings, Spartan.' _Colbert said over Lisa's COM. '_It's interfering with our systems and stopping us from getting a clearer picture. The more we zoom, the more blurred it gets. You'll be going in blind.'_

'Understood, ma'am.' Lisa said.

'_We'll drop you as close to one of the sources as we can but after that, keep COM chatter to a minimum.'_

'Yes, ma'am.'

Another buzzer began sounding, counting down the time until the drop pod would be launched out of the ship and to the surface below.

'_Good luck down there.'_

Lisa's pod blew clear of the _Boxer, _quickly accelerating to the planet below as gravity took hold of the small craft and pulled it closer.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** surface of unnamed planet. 1025 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

The pod landed without incident and Lisa was walking away from it with all her supplies within five minutes of jumping out the door, rifle raised and sweeping the area for potential threats.

There hadn't been any, just an overgrown and noisy forest with branches so thick they blotted out the sky and cast everything in perpetual shadow.

Lisa hefted her rifle and pressed on in the vague direction of one of three energy sources. It was somewhere to her north, maybe a few dozen kilometres distant, and sat in the middle of what had looked to be rolling hills and flat, open ground but it was hard to be sure. A dense cloud cover had obscured the Spartan's view of the ride down and though her mission clock said mid-morning, the local time was much later, almost the middle of the night, and darkness had covered everything else.

It made little difference to Lisa. Between augmented eyes and low light optics built into her armour, everything was as bright as day. She trudged onwards, stepping over uprooted trees and under low lying branches with the occasional murky pond making her divert from an otherwise straight route.

Eventually, the trees began to thin out and give way to wide open fields that were too neat to be unmanaged which, plus a rough dirt trail, pointed at this place being inhabited and for some time, too. The Spartan could see that the dirt was packed down hard. Someone or something had been using it for a while.

She traced the flow of the path with her eyes than followed it, thirty metres to the left, ready to jump down in case she saw anyone.

A small window appeared in Lisa's HUD, a live feed from overhead. The STARS, or Stealth Tactical Aerial Reconnaissance Satellite, had been deployed by the _Boxer _and was now looking down on her position from high orbit.

Lisa accessed it and manipulated the satellite to follow the path as far as possible, losing sight of it a few kilometres from her location as it came within range of the unknown energy source which, it turned out, was still affecting their sensors.

Closing the window, she carried on following the path, moving silently despite the weight of her armour and array of equipment attached to it.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** surface of unnamed planet, near unidentified energy source. 1217 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

It took Lisa close to two hours to reach the outer limits of the STARS blind spot and along the way, she hadn't seen anything that she'd classify as concerning or require breaking radio silence to report, just the odd sign of the planet being inhabited.

Small things, like a discarded bag or a piece of broken glass that had been worn smooth by wind and rain, but the closer to the energy source she got, the more obvious the signs were.

Tilled fields, waiting to be seeded. Rows of trees, too straight to be natural. Flowerbeds, bare and lifeless.

It made questions form in Lisa's mind. If Insurrectionists were here, why did everything appear so low tech? There were no farm machines, no dedicated roads to and from the fields, no metal fences to outline the borders of farms. Nothing.

The Insurrectionists could have, however, gone for a low technology to hide their presence but every other encampment Lisa had seen was outfitted with all manner of technology, from outdated rifles and pistols to top of the line motion sensors and cameras. She had even seen Jotun farming machines on one or two bases being used for crop collection, and those camps had held upwards of two hundred people.

So why wasn't she seeing that here?

Lisa frowned inside her helmet and kept walking, heading towards the brow of a hill that she hoped was separating her from the energy source and the answers to her questions.

She slowed and dropped to a crouch, then lay flat on her stomach and began crawling forwards, taking her time. Fast moves would only draw attention to her, something Lisa hoped to avoid for as long as possible.

She reached the brow of the hill, coming out in the middle of a grassy bush. With careful, deliberate movements, Lisa poked the barrel of her battle rifle out and peered down the scope at the landscape beyond.

Her eyebrows momentarily twitched upwards in surprise.

For an energy source of unknown origin, it certainly looked a lot like a town straight out of a child's cartoon.
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Chapter Two

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** surface of unnamed planet, near unidentified energy source. 1229 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

Lisa kept her eye glued to the scope, slowly sweeping it over the town before her.

It didn't look like anything Insurrectionists would create. All the houses were wooden with thatched roofs, clustered in a loose formation around a three-tiered building that was sat next to a small river. She saw it cut off a few houses from the majority, winding its way into a nearby forest where it was lost from sight.

There was a farmhouse on top of the hill directly opposite her, standing proud above bare trees arranged into precise rows, with what looked to be an apple on top of a weather vane sitting on the highest point. Lisa could just about make out the dial spinning lazily around.

Was this worth breaking radio silence over? She had discovered a potential Insurrectionist stronghold that housed some kind of powerful and unknown energy source, of which there were at least two others, and had evidence that the place was inhabited.

However, to break radio silence Lisa would have to exit the dead zone surround the town and risk alerting anyone in the area that had a radio direction finder up and running, an old and vague means of navigating but, if tuned to COM frequencies, could reveal the Spartan's basic direction and range to the operator. There wasn't any concrete evidence of this anywhere but it never hurt to consider it a possibility.

Stealth was her weapon and defence against any enemies the planet might have and Colbert would likely just order Lisa to observe the town and avoid further radio contact unless the situation demanded it. Maintaining that weapon would serve her better in the potential long run.

Lisa nodded once and kept sweeping the town, shifting her thoughts to when sunrise would be for this town.

Should she find a suitable place to set up camp and rest until daybreak or wait it out where she was, ready in case anything happened that needed her attention?

She didn't feel tired or hungry, her weapons hadn't been fired so it was unlikely they'd need cleaning or maintaining, and it would take her at most ten minutes to set up a suitable encampment in the nearby forest.

She'd stay put for the moment.

Lisa shifted into a more comfortable and stable firing position, rifle tucked firmly against her shoulder, and settled ahead of a potentially long wait.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** surface of unnamed planet, near unidentified energy source. 1652 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

Dawn came slowly, starting out as a faint glow on the planet's west that quickly developed into a brilliant golden ball which crept up from behind the hills and mountains, bathing the town in a soft light and giving Lisa a proper look at it.

Her eyes had virtual night vision following a series of augmentations her body had been put through, enabling Lisa to see in the darkest of places with little to no external light sources. Coupled with image enhancements built into her armour, Lisa was able to see the town in the pitch black as if it were day.

But seeing it with proper illumination was so much better. It gave the lone Spartan a more realistic idea of what lay before her.

With the first rays of the sun's light came the first signs of life from the town.

Peering through her scope, Lisa watched as several doors and windows were opened, fully expecting to see humans wearing mismatched pieces of armour or faded fatigues step out to go about their business.

She did not expect to see brightly coloured four legged creatures emerge from the buildings, some of whom took flight and sped off to fields or the clouds above.

Lisa tracked one such creature, brow furrowing in confusion as it seemed to _push _a cloud away towards the forest. How could they possibly manipulate something that was essentially condensed water vapour which parted before even the most softest of substances?

Yet as she watched, more of the four legged creatures took flight and began moving the clouds to a set location, actually herding them into place.

The Spartan watched them for a further five minutes then switched back to the town below, pushing the magnification of her scope as far as it would go.

Upon closer inspection, Lisa saw that the creatures were almost identical in appearance to horses, but smaller and with a wider variety of coat colours, some of which she was sure didn't occur in humanity's horses.

She watched a vibrant pink horse with a mane and tail that looked like someone had taken a pump and inflated it step out of a house which looked like a cross between a cake and a gingerbread house, complete with three lit candles on top, then go into a series of jerky body movements including vibrating on the spot and flopping ears.

Baffled, Lisa continued to watch as the horse then waved in her general direction and went off somewhere, out of sight.

Shaking her head, the Spartan turned her scope over the rest of the town right as something sped over her, something fast enough to throw up dust and leave behind a faint sonic boom. Lisa moved her scope to track the high speed object, only to see it was another of the flying horses, this one a light blue with a rainbow coloured mane.

Stranger still, it seemed to leave behind a contrail that was the exact same as its mane and tail.

Lisa watched as it headed straight for the clouds being positioned above a barren patch of earth and helped organise them.

A few minutes later, Lisa heard a whirring noise similar to a Falcon, a tilt wing aircraft that used rotors to fly. She titled her head in the noise's direction and just stared, stumped, as a tortoise flew past, a helicopter blade affixed to its shell and a pair of goggles over its eyes, heading straight for the town.

Whatever this place was, and why the Insurrectionists had coordinates leading here, was a mystery that kept getting more and more strange the longer Lisa spent there.

She tracked the tortoise until it became too small to see then re-evaluated her situation.

Visible contact had been made with an alien species, albeit a race that looked remarkably similar to one humanity already knew about, that was intelligent enough to know about agriculture and engineering if the farms and flying tortoises were anything to go by. But at the same time, this planet, or at least the system, was known to the Insurrection. There was a small chance that the natives were in alliance with them and opposed to the UNSC, which meant that Lisa or anyone onboard the _Shadow Boxer _would be met with hostility.

She mulled the idea of breaking radio silence for a few minutes.

The discovery of a new alien race was more important than staying hidden.

Lisa crawled backwards, away from the town and out of the bushes, then ducked into the forest to her left and began walking out of the energy source's reach to a place where she could try and contact the _Boxer._

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** surface of unnamed planet, near unidentified energy source. 1701 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

'_You discovered a whole new race?' _Colbert said over the radio as Lisa crouched in a depression from where she could watch the road for more of the horses and not be seen.

'Yes, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'Though I'm not sure horses qualify as 'new'.'

'_Horses?' _

'Yes, ma'am. They share the same physical anatomy as horses but smaller and with a wider pallet of colours to chose from.' Lisa said, recalling the pink horse and the blue blur. 'Shall I maintain an observation point and watch or initiate a first contact scenario?'

'_That depends on your assessment of the situation.' _Colbert said. '_Do you feel that there's an Insurrection presence within the town?'_

'No, ma'am. I haven't seen any evidence that they are here.' she said. 'All I've seen are the horses. And a flying tortoise.'

There was silence from Colbert's end for several seconds and Lisa could image the Commander displaying the same expression of disbelief that she'd had upon seeing the tortoise fly past.

'_Okay.' _Colbert finally said. '_Here are your orders, Spartan. You are t- -ainta- -tion.' _ Static began overlapping Colbert and the radio began whining, trying to scrub the transmission. '_-thing is in- -ering with yo-. Try to-' _

Whatever command Colbert was about to give was cut off, the line finally becoming overloaded with static, prompting Lisa to sweep her battle rifle in a full circle, looking for anything out of the ordinary.

Her COM had been jammed by something, something powerful, and she fully expected to see Insurrectionist forces closing in on her from all sides.

Only she didn't see anything.

Her motion tracker was clear, there were no anomalous thermal readings and there was no movement other than the swaying of branches in a stiff breeze.

That left one other possible explanation: the energy source had been moved closer to her position. It was the only thing that so far had been fouling her gear.

If it was the energy source, why was it suddenly mobile? And for what purpose?

Lisa couldn't come up with any decent ideas. She had no idea what this energy source looked like or even what it was used for. She'd have to get eyes on it to make more concrete guesses.

She checked the area for movement but saw none, setting out back to the town and its unusual power signature.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** surface of unnamed planet, near unidentified energy source. 1715 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

Lisa stopped in a break in the trees, battle rifle up and pointed in the direction of the town. She hadn't reached the brow of the hill where her observation point had been. A small nagging voice in the back of mind had told her to stop where she was, a voice Lisa had been taught to listen to by her instructor all those years ago during training and so far, it hadn't let her down.

She dropped to a crouch and rested her rifle on a particularly thick branch for better stability, activating the auto-zoom and focusing on where the path came over the hill.

She flicked her eye to her motion tracker, hoping to use it as an early warning in case something came for her, but frowned when it displayed a mass of red and yellow dots, swarming all over the place. Evidently, the interference was affecting that as well.

But why? Lisa had been inside the dead zone before and her motion tracker was clear. Unless the closer to the energy source, the worse it got to the point that her more basic sensors would ultimately fail as well.

The Spartan shut it down. The tracker was all but useless.

Instead, she paid more attention to her aural systems, boosting them to the point that every noise of the forest filled her ears. She got used to them, memorising what belonged and what didn't, then mentally filtered it all out, listening out for a sound that wasn't part of the forest.

She heard one a scant minute later, hooves coming down on packed dirt, too many to be just one of the horses.

Voices followed them within seconds and Lisa tensed, awaiting her first up close look at the aliens/horses. She couldn't make out any identifiable words, just melodic gibberish. It was almost childlike and it was getting louder.

The Spartan dialled back her aural sensors until they were back to their normal setting and the forest fell back to an almost imperceptible hum, replaced with approaching hooves and unintelligible voices.

Her finger rested on the trigger as the same blue blur she had seen not twenty minutes ago came flying over the hill, stopping to hover as five more horses appeared, including the pink horse that had waved in Lisa's direction.

Now that they were closer and not moving, Lisa saw the blue horse had a pair of wings that held it aloft. The pink horse had no wings.

Two others in the crowd had wings, a horse with a light yellow coat and a soft pink mane, and another whose coat was purple and had a mane of deep blue interspersed with streaks of vibrant pink but rather than just having wings, this one had a horn on its head too.

There was only one other horse that possessed a horn, a brilliant white one with a much darker purple. The last two, the pink one and an orange horse wearing a cowboy hat over a blonde mane tied into a ponytail, had neither horns or wings.

Lisa could classify the winged horses as Pegasi and the white one with a horn as a unicorn, but didn't quite know what to label the purple one that had both. A winged unicorn? A Pegacorn? A Unicus?

None of them seemed to fit so Lisa shoved the thought to the back of her mind, focusing on the six horses as they went off the path and headed to her old hiding spot in the bushes, led by the pink one.

Did it know Lisa had been there? It had, after all, waved at her earlier.

As they walked, Lisa noticed that the blue Pegasus stayed aloft, circling the group, as the pink horse skipped rather than walk normally as the other four did, bouncing around the bush when it reached the foliage, proudly proclaiming something Lisa couldn't understand.

The five horses took it in turns to examine the bush, sometimes poking at something, possibly a bent or flattened blade of grass, all the while talking to each other. Occasionally, they would scan the forest and twice their gazes swept across Lisa but made no reaction. They hadn't spotted the Spartan.

She took her finger off the trigger. Colbert hadn't been able to give her full instructions and this was a first contact scenario. UNSC guidelines called for her to make cautious attempts at communication with any sentient life she came across.

So far, Lisa hadn't seen anything that would give her the impression that these horses, these aliens, would react negatively upon seeing her.

She clamped her battle rifle to her back and backtracked to a wider break in the trees, emerging from the dark undergrowth and into the bright light and open fields, hands spread wide to show they were empty.

Lisa took a deep breath and began walking over to the group. Diplomacy was not her strength and up until now, her past dealings with aliens had resolved around fighting. This was going to be a whole new experience for her.

The Spartan managed to get within fifty metres of the horses when the yellow Pegasus saw her and let out a shrill shriek of fear.

Almost instantly, the others turned to face Lisa and froze, eyes widening in fear and surprise.

Lisa came to a halt as well, trying to gauge their reactions.

'I come in peace?'
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Chapter Three

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** surface of unnamed planet, near unidentified energy source. 1722 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

Neither party moved, silently watching the other.

Lisa kept her hands open and palm upwards, a way of showing she meant no harm, she hoped. Different cultures had different ways of saying things. What might mean a good thing in one country might be offensive in another, leading to misunderstandings and fights. But looking at the lack of hands, Lisa didn't know if the message would come across.

She flickered from one horse to another, using the opportunity to examine them in much better detail. She saw strange pictures on each of their flanks, ranging from apple to butterflies to a rainbow coloured bolt of lightning, and filed away her curiosity about them for a later date.

One of the horses, the Pegacorn, took a tentative step forward, then another, before some form of recognition overtook the fear and it began speaking rapidly at Lisa who just stood there, not understanding a single word.

She didn't respond, simply rapping the side of head as she shook it, trying to signify a lack of communication.

It took a few seconds of this for the message to get across to the Pegacorn and it gradually fell silent, Lisa dropping her hand when it did.

Above, the blue Pegasus continued to hover above them all, its face slowly morphing to excitement and curiosity. The pink horse seemed to have a goofy smile plastered across it's face, contrasting the nearly hidden face of the yellow Pegasus who had backed away slightly, using their pink mane to further hide from Lisa.

The last two, the white unicorn and the orange horse with the hat, had similar expressions of fascination.

The Spartan let both hands fall to her sides as the Pegacorn said something to Blue Pegasus who suddenly sped off, leaving the same rainbow trail it had when Lisa first saw it earlier, before motioning for Lisa to follow, pointing at the distant town.

She looked at the town then nodded once, gesturing for the Pegacorn to lead on.

It smiled back at her then set off, the group walking slowly to make sure Lisa stayed level with them and chatting amongst themselves. They came up to her chest, putting the horses at five feet tall. The pink one stayed close to Lisa, still bouncing rather than walking, and the yellow Pegasus trailed behind her, accompanied by the white unicorn.

To Lisa's right was the Pegacorn, discussing something with the orange horse.

Ahead, the town loomed, getting closer with each step. Lisa activated her helmet's zoom and saw a number of the inhabitants were gathering in the streets, pointing hooves at her and whispering to neighbours. Blue Pegasus hovered above it all.

Evidently, the Pegacorn had asked it to forewarn the town of its newest guest and judging by the lack of weapons or sudden appearance of Insurrectionist forces, Lisa guessed they weren't in league with the human rebels. There was the possibility that this welcoming was merely a facade to buy time for Insurrectionists to show up but the voice in Lisa's head was saying nothing.

She'd go along with it, for now, but at the first hint of a partnership with the Innies, she'd bug out and engage in guerrilla warfare after contacting the _Boxer._

They entered the outer limits of town. Up close, Lisa saw that the town's inhabitants were mostly the same as Pink and Orange, lacking wings or horns, but she did see a small number of Pegasi and unicorns dotted here and there in the masses now lining the streets. Most of them had pictures on the back legs. The exceptions were the very small, young ones.

Lisa trawled through her mind for the correct word, settling on foal to describe them, before focusing back on the present. The noise level was growing, as were the numbers of horses. She guessed there was upwards of two-hundred watching her go past.

The Pegacorn led her to a giant tree turned building, the door seemingly opening of its own accord. Lisa frowned before raising her eyebrows in surprise when she saw a purple glow surrounding the handle and the Pegacorn's horn. Was that how the door had been opened? If so, what was it?

She ducked under the low doorway, emerging into the tree's hollow centre. Books lined the walls, stacked neatly, and a massive wooden horse's head sat in the centre of the room with yet more books perched on the stand it sat on, also wooden. In one corner were a flight of stairs that led to a basement and in the other was a flight that led to an upper level, one containing beds and a few other items that made it look like someone lived here.

Craning her head around, trying to take as much in as she could, Lisa spied a small creature perched on the upper level, staring down at her. It was covered in purple scales with a light green belly and darker green fins on its head. Lisa classified it as a dragon.

The Pegacorn shut the door using that same purple glow once everyone was inside, including the blue Pegasus that had gone off ahead, then said something to the dragon. It said something back and scampered down the stairs, quickly grabbing a wooden ladder to reach a book on a high shelf, blowing dust off it, before bringing the item to the Pegacorn.

Lisa watched as its horn glowed purple, wrapping the book in that same glow, as a quill and roll of parchment floated from out of a chest of draws, quickly scribbling something down on it.

It floated the scroll over for Lisa to take. The moment she did and her gloved hand entered the purple glow, her shields collapsed almost instantly and began blaring at the Spartan as they tried to re-establish a protective barrier.

She looked up, alarmed, to see similar shocked expressions of everyone else's faces.

There was a click and then a whine as her shields began recharging, quickly reaching full strength amid an orange glow. When it was done, Lisa scanned the scroll the Pegacorn had given her.

It showed a detailed drawing of her helmet with a cross next to it. She took that to meaning she couldn't understand them. Next was a drawing of the book with beams of some kind shooting out of it, one of them connecting Lisa with the Pegacorn. The last picture showed her head again, this time with a tick instead of a cross. She frowned, not quite understanding what the pictures meant.

'Is this... Is this book supposed to let me understand you?' Lisa said, gesturing at the book as it floated in mid air. She tapped her helmet again, nodding this time as she pointed.

The Pegacorn let out a happy noise, clapping its forehooves together.

Lisa took this to mean yes.

She stood stock still as the Pegacorn began reading intently from the book, its horn starting to glow brighter and brighter with each passing second, until a wave of energy gushed out of it and went through everyone in the room, once again shorting Lisa's shields out as they made contact. Only this time, Lisa was affected as well.

It started as a minor headache but quickly escalated to a full blown migraine, accompanied by a thousand voices each whispering something in a thousand different languages. Even so, she understood them all.

Then the urge to vomit cropped up.

Lisa fought it down but it was a losing battle and she quickly tore her helmet off and threw up directly onto the floor, falling to one knee as her stomach's contents were deposited on the wooden surface. She coughed and spat some residual vomit out before sitting back as her headache subsided.

She wiped some sick from her chin and looked to see if the horses had been affected in the same way but all Lisa saw were looks of repulsion and concern. So, she was the only one who had thrown up.

Looking down at the pool of vomit, Lisa pushed herself up and brushed a few errant specks of sick from her armour and helmet before turning to face the Pegacorn.

'Was that supposed to happen?' Lisa asked as she donned her helmet, sealing her suit back up.

The Pegacorn opened and closed its mouth a few times before regaining some composure.

'Are you okay? It asked in a feminine voice, answering two of Lisa's questions. One, the book did have the ability to translate what the Pegacorn was saying so she could understand it and two, the Pegacorn was most likely female. She had leaned more towards it being female by the facial features but wasn't about to assume anything without concrete evidence.

Lisa glanced down at her sick then went back to the Pegacorn. 'Yeah. I've been worse.'

'I'm so sorry.' She said. 'I didn't know it would do that to you.'

'Well now you do.' Lisa said, watching as a bucket of water and some towels floated towards her before they started to clean up her mess. She watched them work for a second, seeing the purple glow manipulating them, then turned away. 'You seem awfully calm about the fact an alien is standing in front of you. Most people would be freaking out.'

'You're an alien?' the Pegacorn said. 'I thought you were from a parallel world.'

'Parallel world?' Lisa repeated. 'What makes you think I'm from a parallel world?'

The Pegacorn waved the issue away. 'Long story. But if you aren't from a parallel world, then you really are an alien.' There was a faint trace of growing excitement in her voice and the other six let out similar noises, edging closer to the Spartan. 'Oh, wow. I always knew that there had to be other sentient life out there. I just never thought I'd actually meet them.'

'This. Is so. Awesome.' The blue Pegasus said, hovering above Lisa. 'An actual alien. Right here in Ponyville.'

'Told you somepony was watching us.' The pink horse said. 'My Pinkie Sense is never wrong.'

'You knew I was there?' Lisa asked, turning to look at the pink one. 'But, how?'

'I told you.' she said. 'My Pinkie Sense. Twitchy knees, itchy back, fluttering eyes and flopping ears means something's watching me and it isn't a pony.'

Lisa opened her mouth and looked at the others, baffled.

'Don't fret it, sugarcube.' The orange horse with the hat said. 'It may not make much sense but, Pinkie here gets these little feelings and they tell her what's gonna happen before it does.'

'Uh, okay?' Lisa said. 'And that's how you knew where to look?'

'Yep.' Pinkie said as she bounced around Lisa, suddenly stopping as her tail started to twitch madly. 'Twitchy tail! Twitchy tail!'

Almost instantly, the others ducked for cover, leaving Lisa the only one stood and thoroughly confused, looking up when a book landed on her head from above. She saw a number of them were precariously perched and as she watched, another fell down.

As it did, Lisa sidestepped and caught the book as it drew level with her chest, placing it on the nearest shelf. No more books fell.

'I take it that one means things are going to fall?' she said as the horses came out from cover. 'The twitching tail?'

Pinkie nodded and resumed bouncing around.

'Clairvoyant body parts aside,' Lisa said as she faced the bulk of the group, ignoring Pinkie as she bounced in circles. 'Who are you? And where am I?'

'Oh, my goodness. We completely forgot to introduce ourselves.' The white unicorn said, looking to the yellow Pegasus.

'There was a bit of a language barrier.' Lisa countered. 'Then things started falling down and tails began twitching.'

'That is no excuse.' The unicorn said. 'Why, if I were in your hooves, I would feel so annoyed at not knowing the names of my hosts.'

It was looking like the vast majority were female. They all had feminine voices and features if Lisa scrutinised their faces enough. This was either an all-female friendship group of the ratios of males-to-females was incredibly unbalanced.

'Chief Petty Officer SPARTAN-A196.' Lisa said, placing a hand on her chest. 'Of the United Nations Space Command Navy.'

'Rarity.' The unicorn said. 'Pleased to meet you, darling.'

'I'm Rainbow Dash.' The blue Pegasus said, performing a loop-de-loop. 'Fastest flier in all of Equestria.'

'Equestria.' Lisa repeated. 'Is that the name of this planet?'

'Nah, it's the name of our country.' The hat wearing horse said as she stepped a little closer. 'The planet's called Faustia.' She held out her hoof. 'Name's Applejack, by the way. Pleasure making your acquaintance.'

Lisa gingerly grasped Applejack's hoof, taking care not to crush it, and shook it. 'Likewise.' She moved to the yellow Pegasus that had said nothing so far and seemed to shrink under Lisa's faceless stare, made all the more daunting by her towering height.

She squeaked something out so quiet, even Lisa's armour failed to pick it up and amplify the word.

'I'm sorry?' Lisa said.

She repeated it, quieter than before. If it wasn't for the movement of her lips, Lisa wouldn't have known anything had been said.

'Right.' The Spartan said.

Rarity moved and placed a hoof over the her back.

'Come now, darling.' She said. 'You don't want to make a bad first impression with an alien race, do you?'

The Pegasus shook her head and stood up, whispering, 'I'm Fluttershy.'

'Hello.' Lisa said.

'And I'm Pinkie Pie.' Pinkie said before freezing in mid air, gasping loudly.

Lisa took a step back from her, alarmed. How exactly was she hovering in mid air?

'You're new to Ponyville.' She said. 'That means I get to throw you a welcome party!' Before anyone could say anything, Pinkie zoomed out of the tree with a trail of confetti behind her.

The Spartan just watched, dumbstruck, before shaking her head and turning away. 'I'm not even going to ask what that was about.'

'Trust me, you're gonna find out.' Rainbow Dash said.

'Uh huh.' Lisa said as she faced the last two who had yet to tell her their names, the dragon and the Pegacorn.

'I'm Spike.' The dragon said, surprising Lisa with the fact it had a more male voice though it was more akin to a child than an adult. 'I'm a dragon.'

'Hello, Spike.' Lisa said, leaving the Pegacorn to reveal her name.

'And I'm Twilight Sparkle.' She said, holding her hoof out like Applejack had. 'Princess of Equestria.'

Lisa's hand was already reaching out to shake Twilight's hoof but the moment she mentioned her title, the hand went into a salute on reflex. It was an involuntary response for Spartans in the presence of a superior officer or head of state, human or otherwise.

'Ma'am.' Lisa said, coming to attention as she left Twilight's hoof unshaken.

'Please don't do that.' Twilight said as she stared pointedly at Lisa's hand pressed against her head in a tight salute. 'It makes me feel uncomfortable.'

The Spartan lowered her hand but remained at perpetual attention as her mind tried to think of what to do next.

She had read the UNSC's first contact scenarios and followed them, establishing a means of communication with the native species, but beyond that it was drawing up blanks. Her role in dealing with aliens usually involved killing them, not starting diplomatic relationships with them. Maybe making contact wasn't such a good move after all.

'What, um, what now?' Lisa asked, hoping her new hosts were better at dealing with this than she was.

'I...I don't really know.' Twilight said, looking to the others for support. They just shrugged back. 'This is the first time I've ever met an alien before. I guess we could start learning about each other's culture.'

'Yes, what a wondrous idea, Twilight.' Rarity said as she stepped forward to better examine Lisa's armour. 'I would so love to learn what fashion is like on other worlds.'

'And what kind of animals they have.' Fluttershy added. She seemed to be becoming more confident around the Spartan, keeping her head raised rather than hiding behind her mane.

'I'm not the best person to ask about those sorts of things.' Lisa said. 'I don't have much in the way of interaction with those aspects of human culture.'

Both their faces fell.

'Is that what your race is called?' Applejack asked. 'Humans?'

Lisa nodded. 'What's the name of your race? Or are there numerous ones?' She added, glancing at the horns and wings on Rarity, Fluttershy and Twilight.

'Well, kinda.' Rainbow Dash said as she settled to the floor. 'See, you have Earth ponies like Applejack and Pinkie Pie who are great with their hoofs and can make almost anything grow, but then you have Pegasus ponies like me and Fluttershy who can fly around and control the weather and stuff.'

'And then there are unicorns such as myself.' Rarity said. 'While all ponies have some magic in them, unicorns can actively use it to do, well, anything.' Her horn glowed a pale blue and a similar glow wrapped itself around the two books that had fallen, lifting them back into position above Lisa.

'Run that by me again.' Lisa said, holding her hand out. 'You can use magic?'

'Yes.' Rarity said.

'Okay.' Lisa said. 'So we have unicorns, Earth ponies and Pegasus ponies.' She looked at Twilight. 'That leaves you, ma'am.'

'She's what we call an Alicorn.' Applejack said as she stood next to the princess. 'Twilight's got traits from all three ponies. Wings from a Pegasus, horn of a unicorn and the strength of an Earth pony. She's one of four Alicorns in all of Equestria.'

Alicorn. She hadn't been far off in calling her a Pegacorn. Then another thought popped into Lisa's head, recalling her shield's reaction after it came into contact with the magical aura surrounding the scroll Twilight had given her.

'You said you use magic.' Lisa said to Twilight and Rarity, the only ones with horns. 'And that there are only four Alicorns in Equestria, right?'

'Right.' Twilight said.

'Would two of them happen to live close together?'

'Yes.' Twilight said. 'Princess Celestia and Princess Luna. They live in Canterlot Castle. How did you know?'

'Because when our ship came into orbit, it detected only three powerful energy readings that we couldn't identify.' Lisa began to say. 'I was sent to investigate them and figure out what they are. They're messing with our sensory equipment, stopping us from getting a clear picture of them, but going by what happened to my shields when they came into contact with your magic and the fact that the interference was mobile, I'm going to say that it's you.'

'That's not a problem, is it?' Twilight asked.

'Oh, no. No.' Lisa said, shaking her head. 'It's fine. I just can't radio my ship around you.'

'You mean, there are more of you?' Rainbow Dash asked. 'Here?'

'Yes.' Lisa said. 'There's around ninety or so in orbit. We're only a recon unit.'

'Maybe we can visit it someday.' Twilight said.

'Maybe.' Lisa said but she doubted it. The _Boxer _was supposed to remain hidden. With a powerful, sensor scrambling energy source onboard, Lisa wasn't quite sure how that invisibility would be maintained. Colbert would never agree to it.

'I guess the next thing to do would be start building diplomatic relationships.' Twilight said, holding her hoof out for Lisa to shake. 'On behalf of the Equestrian Empire, I, Princess Twilight Sparkle, welcome you, Chief Petty Officer SPARTAN-A196, representative of Humanity and the United Nations Space Command Navy.'

This time, Lisa shook her hoof though deep down was feeling less than happy about the situation. Humanity's first contact with a non-threatening alien species was being carried out by a soldier that had all the wrong experiences dealing with non-human life. She had, after all, become a Spartan to kill them.

On top of building relationships with the Equestrians, Lisa still had to search for and eliminate any Insurrectionist strongholds she came across.

This was going to be an interesting mission to say the least.
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Chapter Four

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** town of Ponyville, Ponyville Spa. 1000 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa felt very uncomfortable.

Colbert hadn't been pleased with her decision to make contact with the Equestrians without consulting her more properly but now that the contact was made, they would have to maintain it. Or, more accurately, Lisa would have to.

The crew of the _Boxer _would remain hidden and continue scanning the planet for Insurrectionist signs, leaving Lisa to play diplomat. This involved learning as much as she could about their culture, beliefs and lifestyle, developing a good relationship with the rulers and, where possible, teaching them about humanity. At the same time, her original orders of searching for the Insurrection still stood and would need to be carried out.

A tall order, given how closely the Equestrians would follow her with the intent of being good hosts, but that wasn't why Lisa was uncomfortable.

Twilight had sent a message to her mentor and fellow Princess, another Alicorn called Celestia, detailing the Spartan's arrival.

Celestia had told her to spend a week introducing Lisa to Equestrian society while a more formal ceremony could be put together in the capital city of Canterlot. That meant Lisa would be spending the next seven days with at least one of the six ponies she had met on the first day, going along with them as they carried out their daily business or volunteered to give her a tour.

The first two to do that were Rarity and Fluttershy.

After readjusting her clock to the local Equestrian time, they had led Lisa deeper into Ponyville.

The moment they began walking to one building in particular, the Spartan's unease had started to grow.

'Why, a day at the spa is absolutely the best way to relax and unwind.' Rarity said, walking at Lisa's side. 'You just feel so refreshed and rejuvenated. There is simply no alternative.'

'I'm sure.' Lisa said.

'Oh, yes.' Fluttershy said. 'It's nice.'

Lisa just nodded distantly as they entered the spa, two Earth ponies looking up as they did. One was blue with a pink mane while the other was the exact opposite, a blue mane with a pink coat.

'Aloe, Lotus, this is SPARTAN-A196.' Rarity said, placing her hoof on Lisa's back and nudging her forward a little. 'She's a visiting diplomat.'

Lisa nodded again, this time in greeting. The two Earth ponies hadn't been hit with the translation spell Twilight had cast, meaning they wouldn't understand her.

'A diplomat from where?' the pink coated pony asked.

'Outer space' Fluttershy said. 'She's an alien.'

The Spartan expected the two ponies to react negatively, or to freeze in place. She did not expect them to break out in smiles and usher her into the spa itself.

'The usual, girls.' Rarity said, floating over a robe that looked tailor made while Fluttershy put on one from a nearby pile. 'And the same for our new friend.'

_Friend?_ Lisa thought. She had met them all less than an hour ago and thrown up in front of them.

One of the ponies running the spa came over, looking expectantly at Lisa.

'You'll have to remove your clothes, darling.' Rarity said as she climbed onto a waiting table where a third pony stood, ready to tend to her needs. 'It's the only way to truly enjoy the wonders that Aloe and Lotus perform.'

'Easier said than done.' Lisa said. Her armour needed a team of trained technicians and specialist tools to remove most of it. The only things she could take off were her gloves and helmet. 'This isn't exactly the easiest thing to remove by yourself.'

'Do you need help?' Fluttershy offered. She had perched herself on another table and was receiving a gentle massage from the blue pony, whereas Rarity's was much more rapid.

'Yes, but neither you or Rarity can help me.' Lisa said. 'Thank you for offering, though.'

'Well, remove what you can.' Rarity said. 'Then make yourself comfortable and enjoy as much of the spa as you want.'

'Right.' Lisa reached up and took her helmet off, the suit letting out a faint hiss as the seal was broken. Next came her gloves which she placed alongside her helmet and guns on a shelf lining one wall. Her supplies and remaining weapons followed soon after. This still left Lisa wearing half a ton of metal and reactive circuits covering most of her body, limiting her choice of spa treatment.

She looked around, trying to decide on what to try out, then settled on a mud facial, easing herself onto the chair, lying flat on her back. It had been designed with ponies in mind, not seven foot tall Spartans, and her legs jutted over the edge.

The pink pony came over, brush in her mouth, and began applying the mud to Lisa's face until it was completely covered, hiding her scars from sight. Most of them had come from plasma burns, earned during a Covenant attack, adding a level of ruggedness to the already hardened face. Her eyes were dark brown, never quite still, and guarded, watching the pony as placed two cucumbers over them and cut everything off, leaving Lisa to rely on her other senses.

Lisa felt the faint breath of the spa pony on her face as she adjusted the cucumbers to sit more properly, then heard her walk away.

'Does your friend want her, um,' the pony trailed off, searching for the correct word. 'Claws doing as well?'

Lisa's eyebrow twitched momentarily then fell still. The Equestrians had hooves. It was doubtful they knew the word hand. At least, in the context of anatomy.

'Do you, A196?' Rarity asked.

'Sure.' Lisa said. 'And they're not claws. We call them hands.'

Rarity translated, calling the pony seeing to Lisa by Aloe. That meant the other one was Lotus.

'I've been meaning to ask.' Rarity said as a file began rubbing against Lisa's fingers and nails, smoothing the rough surfaces down. 'Is your name really Chief Petty Officer SPARTAN-A196?'

'No.' Lisa said. 'The Chief Petty Officer part is the rank I hold within the UNSC Navy. You can call me Spartan if you wish, or just Chief. I'll respond to either.' She didn't know these ponies well enough or trust them enough to tell them her real name. Until then, her rank would do.

The unicorn made an 'ah' noise, though whether this was directed to Lisa or to the pony giving her a massage was unclear.

Lisa spent the next few minutes remaining stock still, fighting the urge to stand up and clear her eyes of the cucumbers. To lie motionless in a potentially hostile environment while an unknown held a potentially dangerous tool nearby during a time when she didn't have her helmet on was contrary to her training. But, she was supposed to be an ambassador for Humanity and Lisa suppressed those feelings as much as she could.

Even so, she was constantly unclenching her hands as Aloe smoothed down her nails and applied a moisturising cream. It surprised Lisa that she was able to do such detailed work without hands, claws or magic to manipulate her tools, relying mainly on her mouth to carry and work them.

'So, Chief.' Fluttershy said as Aloe moved onto Lisa's other hand. 'What brought you to Equestria in the first place? Was it chance or were you looking for intelligent life? That is, if you don't mind me asking.'

'It's fine.' Lisa said. She forced her hand to remain limp as Aloe used a fine pick to remove all traces of dirt from beneath her fingernails while trying to determine what to tell the Pegasus. Her mission to track down the remaining Insurrectionists was classified top secret, meaning she could only share the details with those who possessed the right clearance. Fluttershy and Rarity didn't have that clearance, and were aliens to boot.

'I'm... looking for someone.' She finally said, deciding to tell them the very basics. 'We had a hint that they might be somewhere near this star system and followed up on it. I was looking for them when I came across Ponyville.'

'Have you seen any sign of them yet?'

'No.' Lisa said.

'Would you like our help in finding them?' Rarity offered, her voice coming from a different location that it had been. Lisa guessed she had moved onto another amenity offered by the spa.

'No, thank you.' Lisa said. 'I wouldn't want to trouble you.'

'Oh, don't be ridiculous, darling.' Rarity said back. 'It wouldn't be polite to not offer to help search for your friends. I absolutely insist on doing what I can to help.'

'Me, too.' Fluttershy added.

'No.' Lisa said firmly. 'Thank you for offering but, and I don't mean any offence when I say this, you'd be more of a hindrance than a help. I'd be more successful if I looked for them by myself.'

'Faustia is a big planet.' Rarity said. 'It would take you a while to search it all. Wouldn't your search go a lot quicker if somepony helped you?'

Lisa groaned inwardly at Rarity's insistence on offering help. She didn't like working in teams at the best of times, preferring to work alongside fellow Spartans over Marines and ODSTs if she had to choose one or the other. It was part of the reason she was happy to be deployed solo on long duration missions. The smaller the team, the easier to slip past a sentry, the smaller the footprint you leave behind.

For the past sixteen years, since Lieutenant Ambrose had taken her out of Alpha Company, she had worked by herself for the majority of it. The last time Lisa had become part of a larger Spartan team was during January of that year, fighting alongside another Spartan-III squad called Grey Team during a counter-Insurrection operation on Reach but even then, she had acted as an advance scout, calling out targets for Grey to neutralise and provide sniper cover as they assaulted the main rebel base, staying separate from them.

Adding civilians into the mix would spell disaster and possibly get them killed.

'I'll be fine on my own.' Lisa said. 'My ship is performing a search from orbit, looking out for small signs that the people I'm looking for are here.'

Aloe finished with her hands and started to work on Lisa's hair, a difficult task considering the Spartan had it styled into a buzz-cut so short, she was nearly bald. This didn't seem to deter the pony as she began working some kind of lather into it.

'Are you sure?' Rarity said, trying one last time. 'I would be happy to help you.'

'I'm sure.' Lisa said. 'But thank you for offering.'

The rest of the morning passed by quickly, with Fluttershy ad Rarity enjoying all the spa had to offer, from mud baths to regular baths filled with sweet smelling potions, while Lisa's options were limited to what could be done to her hands and head. She did join the two ponies in the sauna, relaxing amid the steam, but was happier to be actually leaving the spa with all her gear back in place. It was a wholly new experience for the Spartan and not one she was entirely comfortable with.

'What a nice way to spend a morning.' Fluttershy said, stretching out her wings as Lisa and Rarity followed her out of the spa. 'Did you enjoy it, Chief?'

'It was okay, I guess.' Lisa said, clamping her battle rifle into place. 'Things like that aren't really what I usually do.' True, her head and hands felt soft and were cleaner than they had been in a long while, but it felt too alien for Lisa to properly enjoy. She was happier with her suit whole and a weapon close by.

Spike came jogging over as they walked away from the spa, waving to them as he did.

'Hey, guys.' He said, panting slightly from the exercise. 'Pinkie says Sweet Apple Acres barn in an hour.'

Rarity and Fluttershy simply nodded as the dragon ran off again, exchanging glances at each other and at the Spartan.

'What?' Lisa said, looking back at them.

They just smiled and began walking to another part of Ponyville, forcing the Spartan to follow closely, mystified.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, Sweet Apple Acres. 1320 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Rarity and Fluttershy took Lisa all over Ponyville, introducing her to the town's inhabitants and businesses, for the best part of fifty minutes. It was only then that they changed direction and began leading her to the edges of town towards the farm Lisa had spotted during her initial observations.

It was surrounded by a waist high wooden fence painted white and looked to contain several dozen acres of orchards and fields. Near the main gate was a farmhouse with a distinct apple theme, standing proud amid a yard filled with hen houses and smaller sheds.

The two ponies escorting Lisa bypassed it, heading straight for a huge barn set behind the house. It was closed up but the Spartan guessed it wasn't empty, not if the small glances Fluttershy and Rarity had continued to give each other in the hour leading up to this were any indication.

She recalled Pinkie Pie's earlier statement and hasty exit.

_A party, _Lisa thought, exasperated. _Great. _

She didn't mind that the ponies of Ponyville were throwing a party to welcome her. It was a nice enough gesture, but with parties came huge crowds and with huge crowds came too many variables for Lisa to feel comfortable with, as well as bringing up bad memories.

But, orders were orders. She'd just have to put aside her personal discomfort as best she could.

Rarity used her magic to open the doors just enough to let them all in but not enough to let light from outside seep in, keeping the barn's interior darkened. Even so, Lisa's augmented eyes could perfectly see a large number of ponies hiding behind tables, in the rafters and in empty troughs, while a liberal coating of streamers and confetti served to turn the barn from a storage space into a makeshift hall.

The moment Lisa stepped into the barn's threshold, the lights were thrown on and everybody within the barn simultaneously yelling out surprise, the exception being Pinkie Pie who was a second or two later than the rest, and confetti was thrown up into the air.

Lisa fought back her growing unease and took a step into the barn where she was approached by Twilight and the rest of the ponies.

'Welcome to Ponyville, Chief Petty Officer.' Twilight said as the noise level began climbing, Pinkie Pie bouncing over.

'I threw this party just for you!' she said. 'It's a way of saying hi to you and the rest of Humanity.'

There was a banner running across the first beam that read 'Welcome to Ponyville, SPARTAN-A196 and Humanity', complete with a cartoon drawing of Lisa in her armour on both ends of the canvas.

'Were you surprised?' Pinkie asked.

'No.' Lisa said as she scanned the welcome message.

'Aw.' Pinkie said, looking down dejected.

'Thank you for throwing it, though.' Lisa quickly added.

The pink pony's expression instantly cheered up and she beamed at Lisa with an impossibly wide grin.

'So how did you enjoy your morning, Chief?' Twilight asked as Pinkie went off to speak with someone else.

'Fine, ma'am.' Lisa said, adding the honorific on reflex. 'Though spas aren't really my thing. I'm not used to pampering myself like that.'

'What are you used to?' Twilight asked, directing Lisa over to a table filled with snacks, most of them being sweets or containing apples in way or another.

The Spartan reached for a plate and began piling it with a selection of the healthiest looking items there, avoiding the sugary sweets as much as possible.

'Long periods without showers or proper beds.' Lisa said. She placed her plate on a table and removed her helmet, attaching it to her rucksack with a piece of rope, then began picking away at her food. Even the healthier options were sickly sweet.

When Twilight looked at her with confusion, Lisa elaborated. 'I'm a soldier, and the UNSC sends me on long duration missions more often than not. There have been months go by without me sleeping on anything other than solid ground.'

'And a soldier is what exactly?'

Lisa momentarily stopped when she heard Twilight's question, slice of apple pie half in, half out her mouth. She recovered and swallowed her mouthful of food before considering her answer. If Twilight, a Princess, didn't know what a soldier did, then she guessed Equestria had no dedicated standing army, or even a militia.

'I protect people.' Lisa said. It wasn't quite the truth. Her fighting was always away from population centres and against Insurrectionists. In a roundabout way, though, she did protect people but in the long run.

'Like a Royal Guard?' Twilight said. 'They protect the princesses and patrol Canterlot, looking out for danger.

'I guess so.' Lisa said. 'Though I'm sent out against enemies of the UNSC and neutralise them, operating in an active capacity rather than a passive, reactionary one.'

Twilight made an 'oh' noise as Lisa finished off her food.

'I guess I'll leave you to enjoy the party.' She said, taking a step away. 'And don't worry about nopony understanding you. I've cast the translation spell over everypony so feel free to talk to them.'

Before Lisa could object, Twilight melted into the crowd and left the Spartan all alone in the middle of a massive party containing upwards of one hundred ponies. She fought down her unease, managing to at least subdue it for the time, then put her helmet back on. The click as it sealed her suit and whine as the shields charged to full strength calmed Lisa a little, but not by much.

_You can do this, _she thought. _It's just a room full of civilians. They've been nothing but kind and courteous towards you and haven't been hostile in any way, shape or form._

There were still a hundred of them, and all of them alien.

Lisa took a calming breath and moved away from the corner she had been stood in, moving to stand amongst the thronging crowd, saying hello to the ponies.

Despite the smiles they gave her and the relaxed atmosphere, Lisa felt herself growing more and more unsettled with each pony she met and how her progress was slowly taking her away from the door. The fact she couldn't spot any of the six ponies she'd met first only exacerbated the issue and Lisa felt her head start to spin.

The room suddenly became louder and she heard the faint roar of a Pelican's turbines overlapping everything, a noise none of the ponies heard, followed closely by children crying and a sense of vertigo.

She suddenly found it very hard to breath.

'I- I need-' Lisa tried to say to the pony she was speaking with, a lime green unicorn, but couldn't quite form the right words. She centred herself on the door then beat a hasty path for it, roughly barging past ponies in a desperate bid to get outside.

She reached the door and was just about to step outside when Rainbow Dash dropped down in front of her, a question on the mare's lips. Lisa just shoved her out of the way and burst into the outside world, staggering to a nearby tree to lean against, gulping in air.

She sagged to the ground, eyes clenched shut as she tried to get the Pelican's whine out of her head.

Slowly, but surely, the memory faded as her breathing and heartbeat went back to normal.

Lisa opened her eyes, gradually, and let out a long breath as Twilight, Rainbow Dash, Pinkie Pie, and several other ponies came rushing out, all of them with the exception of Rainbow Dash wearing similar concerned looks. The blue Pegasus wore one tinged with annoyance.

'Are you okay?' Twilight whispered once she was closer. 'You ran out of there like you were going to be sick.'

'Wouldn't be the first time.' Lisa wheezed. She pulled off her helmet and sucked in fresh air, fee of the chemical taste her suit's filters gave it. 'Agoraphobia. I don't do well in crowds. They bring up... They bring up bad memories.' She coughed and reached for a canteen clipped to the side of her rucksack. 'Really bad.'

'So, you didn't leave because you hated my party?' Pinkie asked. Oddly, her mane was completely flat, like someone had taken a pin to it and let all the air out, same with her tail.

'No.' Lisa said, taking a long drink before stowing the canteen. 'I just needed to get away from the crowds.'

More ponies were coming out of the barn now, watching the Spartan as she stood and slipped her helmet back on.

As if a switch had been thrown, Pinkie Pie's mane and tail inflated to their usual state. Lisa just opened her mouth in confusion, the only one to do so. The others still had their attention focused on her.

'Do you wanna talk about it?' Twilight offered.

Lisa shook her head, saying, 'No. I'll be fine so long as I don't go into any more crowded places in small rooms.' She glanced at the barn then back at Twilight and the others. 'Sorry. I should have said earlier but I was trying to stay for as long as I could.' Then, to Rainbow Dash, said, 'Sorry for shoving you out of the way. I just really needed to get outside.'

Rainbow Dash waved the issue away. 'It's okay. You say you needed some air. I can relate to that. There's nothing more that I love than open skies to fly through. Being inside starts to bug me after a while.'

'Right.' Lisa said. She looked at the barn again, hesitant to go back inside after her panic attack.

'We can have the party out here if you want.' Pinkie said, following her gaze. 'We were only in there to surprise you.'

'Sounds good.' Lisa said. She took another calming breath then followed the ponies back into the barn to help bring the tables and food into the farmyard.
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Chapter Five

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, Sweet Apple Acres. 1852 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The party lasted longer than Lisa was expecting, continuing well past sunset. A few ponies set up lanterns affixed to tree branches and the outside of the barn, beating back the darkness with a soft orange light, as the food slowly began to go down and drinks were served instead.

Applejack and a massive red stallion, her brother Big Macintosh, brought out several barrels of cider for the adults and softer drinks for the foals. Three in particular seemed to try and help them out, yelling something about being Cutie Mark Crusader Drink Servers.

Lisa had been told about the three beforehand by Rarity, though it felt more like a warning. She told the Spartan about the marks on each pony's leg, calling it a cutie mark, and that everyone got them when they discovered their talent in life which made them unique. The pictures weren't always a straightforward representation of that talent. Rarity's for example, was of three cut diamonds whilst her talent was dressmaking. Pinkie Pie had a similarly misleading cutie mark of three balloons to represent her skill at organising parties for others in literally no time at all.

Ponies who didn't have their cutie marks were called blank flanks in a derogative manner by some.

The three fillies that had been bugging Applejack were friends who called themselves Cutie Mark Crusaders and performed all manner of insane stunts in hopes of finding their cutie marks. The unicorn of the trio was Rarity's sister Sweetie Belle while the Earth pony was Apple Bloom, younger sister to Applejack and Big Macintosh, while the Pegasus of the group was Scootaloo.

The Spartan watched as Applejack gave Apple Bloom a cup full of cider and nodded at Lisa, then gently nudged the pony towards her. Apple Bloom balanced the cup on her head and carefully made her way over, taking care not to spill too much of the drink. Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo followed close behind.

'Hey, Chief.' Apple Bloom said, coming to a near halt in front of Lisa as she stood by herself by a tree, helmet off and enjoying the cool night breeze. 'Mah sister says this is for you.'

'Thank you, Apple Bloom.' Lisa said, stooping low to pick the beverage up though hesitated to take a drink. She was still technically on deployment, meaning the consumption of alcohol was against regulation, and Lisa had never actually drank anything alcoholic in her life. Her military career had started when she was only five. But, it would be rude to not have a drink after her hosts had supplied her with one.

She took a preliminary sip then followed it up with a longer one. The cider tasted strongly of apples and there was a slight fizz to it, but it was the sweetness that Lisa didn't like. Too much of the food and drink at this party was unusually sugary or possessed a sweet taste to it. Lisa hoped that the everyday food was more sensible and not liable to rot her teeth prematurely.

'Can we ask you a question, Chief?' Sweetie Belle asked, craning her neck up to meet Lisa's face. The three Cutie Mark Crusaders came up to her waist, looking decidedly small next to her.

'Of course.' Lisa said.

'Do humans have cutie marks?'

Lisa shook her head. 'No. We don't.'

'So how do ya find what ya'll are good at in life if ya don't have one?' Apple Bloom said.

'Well, humans typically have hobbies that interest them and can develop a great deal of skill related to it, and some can even generate an income from that hobby.' Lisa said. 'Others move from job to job until they find one that suits their skill set or they like it.'

'Is that how you became a Spartan, Chief?' Scootaloo asked, looking up at her. 'Did you try it out and found you liked it?'

'Not exactly.' Lisa said then paused, unsure of whether to continue. She had become a Spartan to avenge her parent's death at the hands of the Covenant, a simple enough reason, but the only problem was how to explain that to three fillies who were equivalent to ten year olds in terms of maturity and experience, and had been brought up in a land that seemed to lack any recognisable form of armed forces or grasp of actual warfare.

'I became a Spartan to help people.' Lisa eventually said. 'They helped me when I was young and it inspired me to do the same one day.' It wasn't the whole truth, just the parts Apple Bloom and the others could handle. She briefly wondered how they would react if they found out the full story, of how old she was when ONI had offered her the choice of becoming a Spartan.

'Like the Royal Guards!' Sweetie Belle said. 'They help other ponies.'

'Sort of.' Lisa said, easing herself into a sitting position so the three fillies weren't breaking their necks to meet her gaze. 'But Spartans don't wait around for things to happen. They take a proactive stance rather than a reactionary one. We go out looking for the trouble before it can hurt others.'

'Is that what that's for?' Sweetie Belle asked, pointing at Lisa's battle rifle on the floor next to her.

'Yes.' Lisa said.

'Could you show us how it works?'

'No.' Lisa placed her hand on the gun and pulled it closer to her. 'I only use it in self defence.'

The three fillies let out a collective groan of disappointment.

'Can you show us some of the things Spartans do to help ponies?' Scootaloo asked, looking at Lisa with pleading eyes, followed soon after by Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle.

'Uh...' Lisa said, not sure how to proceed. She couldn't teach them hand to hand combat, weapon handling or disarming tripwires because none of them had hands, nor did they have guns or mines to use. Glancing at the orchards, Lisa wondered if it would be possible to teach them more passive skills like moving through a wooded area without leaving a trail or escape and evasion.

But then, how would she make it interesting for them? These fillies seemed to like doing fun and often dangerous things. Being forced to do quiet activities might put them off. Lisa's gaze drifted to the other fillies and colts at the party. Some were playing with others but the vast majority were sat next to their parents, bored expressions on their faces.

She turned back to the orchard and then to the Cutie Mark Crusaders, an idea forming in her head.

'Sure.' she said.

She was promptly caught off guard when the three fillies suddenly yelled 'Cutie Mark Crusaders Spartan Trainees! Yay!' so loudly it made the air shake like a bomb had gone off.

Once the noise had gone down, Lisa reached for her helmet and slipped it on.

'Now, we're going to need some kind of flag.' Lisa said. 'At least two for this to work.'

The Cutie Mark Crusaders nodded eagerly and sped off, leaving Lisa alone. She stood and made her way to Applejack and Rarity, explaining her plan. Both ponies gave enthusiastic nods and quickly went off to speak with the others.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, Sweet Apple Acres. 1910 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa crouched in the bushes, motionless, listening out for the sentries. She heard a faint snap of a branch and held up her fist, signalling for the Cutie Mark Crusaders to halt, then gestured for them to go right, away from the noise.

Once Apple Bloom and the others returned with two strips of ribbon, Lisa had collected up all of the fillies and colts and divided them into two teams, explaining what they would be doing.

Capture the Flag.

It was a kind of compromise. She wasn't sure or comfortable interacting with children but for the sake of diplomacy, and to teach the Cutie Mark Crusaders some of the skills Spartans possessed, Lisa had settled on an old training exercise she had performed many times before. The two flags were at opposing ends of a densely populated wooded area, each one guarded by a team of around twelve fillies and colts, and to win, either the flag would need to be captured of the opposing team be 'eliminated' by touching them, meaning stealth would have to be used to succeed.

After giving the ponies some basic tips on stealth and concealment, Lisa had split the gathered ponies into teams based on whether they had a cutie mark or not before joining the latter, much to the opposition's chagrin.

'Apple Bloom, where's the next break in trees?' Lisa whispered. As the pony with the most experience on the farm, the little Earth pony was acting as recon for their squad.

She paused, thinking hard, then pointed a hoof further along. 'That way. But it's only big enough for a small pony to fit through.'

Lisa nodded. 'And will it show us the flag?'

'Yeah.'

'Good.' Lisa turned to Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo. 'Scootaloo, go with Apple Bloom to the opening then wait for the signal. Sweetie Belle, you and I are going back that way.' She jerked her thumb to near where the sentry was. 'We're going to be a diversion.'

'This'll show Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon.' Scootaloo whispered, putting her hoof in.

Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle nodded in agreement, placing their hooves on top of Scootaloo's.

Lisa placed her hand on top of theirs. 'You know the drill, Team Crusader. Wait for the signal then grab the flag once the guards are gone. Dismissed.'

The four pumped their hooves then broke off into two teams, Apple Bloom and Scootaloo vanishing into the darkness while Lisa and Sweetie Belle backtracked to where they had heard the sentry.

'Got your distraction in mind?' Lisa asked once the duo were in position.

Sweetie Belle nodded and grinned, drawing in a huge lungful of air.

'I've got a lovely bunch of coconuts!' she began singing, loud enough to activate the noise dampening systems on Lisa armour. 'There they are, standing a row! Big ones, small ones, some the size of your head! Give them a twist, a flick of the wrist! That's what the showpony said!'

She fell silent and both her and Lisa sprinted back a few metres as the thunder of half a dozen ponies began running in their direction.

'Not exactly what I thought you'd use but it worked.' Lisa whispered. 'Where did you get it from?'

'Pinkie Pie.' Sweetie Belle said as the first of the enemy team came into view, frantically searching for the source of the noise. 'We were helping her set up a party and she brought these coconuts out and started singing.'

'Ah.' Was all Lisa said. She motioned for Sweetie Belle to go back a bit further, stopping when they heard a shout of alarm coming from somewhere in front of them. 'That'll be Scootaloo grabbing the flag.'

Sure enough, an orange blur sped out of the enemy compound, a yellow ribbon in its mouth, followed by Apple Bloom and three more ponies, all of them trying to catch up with Scootaloo.

Moments later, a cheer echoed across the trees.

'Flag captured.' Lisa murmured as she and Sweetie Belle sprinted for their base where, standing proudly, Scootaloo was holding up the enemy ribbon, surrounded by the rest of her team. Sweetie Belle rushed over to join in the celebrations as Lisa stayed on the periphery, watching as two fillies with cutie marks stomped over, discontent on their faces. These were Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon if the Spartan remembered correctly.

'No fair.' Silver Spoon said, cutting the celebrations short. 'You had that... that thing helping you.'

_Thing? _Lisa thought to herself.

'The Chief ain't a thing.' Apple Bloom said, standing beside Lisa. 'She's a Spartan and a human. And so what if we had her help? It was me and Scootaloo that got the flag, not her.'

'But she told you what to do.' Silver Spoon countered. 'We would have won if she hadn't been there.'

'Nuh uh.' Apple Bloom said. 'The Cutie Mark Crusaders would have gotten that flag even if she hadn't helped. Uh, no offense, Chief.'

Lisa waved it away. 'None taken. Though, I could sit the next game out if you wish. It is the best of three.'

'Sounds good to me.' Scootaloo said, tossing the ribbon to Silver Spoon.

The others gave varying degrees of agreement and Lisa made to go but was stopped by Apple Bloom, waiting until the opposition had left before speaking.

'Ya got any last minute hints for us, Chief?' she asked. 'Should we do the same as before or something else?'

'You can try it if you want but they might expect it.' Lisa said. 'But you could always try shock and awe, everyone rushing them all at once while making as much noise as possible from every direction you can. It would catch them off guard long enough to grab the flag.'

'Got it, Chief.' Apple Bloom said, running to the rest of her team to tell them the plan as Lisa left the woods and went back to the party.

'Sounds like they're having fun in there.' Applejack said as Lisa came over. 'Could of sworn Ah heard Sweetie Belle singing something about coconuts a few minutes ago.'

'That's because she did.' Lisa said. 'It was a diversion to draw out the bulk of the enemy team long enough for Scootaloo to sweep in take the flag. Might hear mass screaming in a few more minutes, though.'

'Why? Applejack asked. 'What have ya'll done?'

'Just answered a question put to me by your sister.' she said. 'Nothing more.'

'Uh huh.' Applejack said. She trotted away, only to be replaced by Twilight Sparkle and Fluttershy, the former giving Lisa a look of irritation as she came to attention.

'Do you really have to do that whenever you see me?' she asked.

'Yes, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'It's sort of an involuntary response when in the presence of a superior.'

'She's not your superior, though.' Fluttershy pointed out, letting out a timid squeak as a series of loud screams erupted from the woods the children were playing in. 'W-W-What was th-that?'

'Shock and awe.' Lisa said as another yell came from the trees, this one of victory. 'Two-nil to the blank flanks.'

The fillies and colts emerged from the trees, some with expression of unhappiness and some with expressions of glee, none more so than the Cutie Mark Crusaders who came bouncing over to Lisa and wrapped themselves around her legs, hugging the Spartan.

'Thanks, Chief!' they said in unison, the enemy ribbon tied into Sweetie Belle's mane, before letting go to join the rest of their friends.

'To say you weren't very forthcoming at the party, you've gotten on well with the Crusaders and the others.' Twilight said.

Lisa made a so-so gesture. 'It's only because I managed to modify an old training exercise I did when I was younger.' She said. 'If I hadn't, I think I would have struggled to be as comfortable around them as I have been.'

'Well, anypony who manages to keep the Crusaders as quiet as that during one of their quests must be good.' Fluttershy said.

'Maybe.' Lisa said as Apple Bloom came running over again, a new request on her lips.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, Sweet Apple Acres. 2159 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The game switched from capture the flag to hide seek, initially with the same teams as before but it quickly boiled down to everyone versus Lisa in a massive game that spanned to include the next two closest orchards, now including some of the more willing adults such as Pinkie Pie, while Rarity and Applejack teamed up with their sisters alongside Rainbow Dash who paired herself with Scootaloo.

Now all Lisa had to do was get from end of the orchard to the other without being spotted.

She had managed it four times so far, slipping past the teams as they combed the trees looking for her, but the last time had been close.

This was the last match before the party would finish and more than a few of the other guests had joined in the search, pitting Lisa against upwards of fifty ponies in a space that was barely half an acre.

With so many people crammed into such a small space, it was a case of think fast or die. Or, this time, think fast or lose.

Lisa never used the same method twice in a row, generally coming up with a new method each time. So far, she had taken her time to get to the finish, flat out sprinted from the word go, taken to the tree branches, and used a combination of all three on her fourth go, just to keep them guessing.

This time she settled on just waiting the catchers out by hiding near the starting line. They would rush to it and then begin walking towards the end, looking for little clues that the Spartan might have gone that way.

She guessed none of them would think to look around the very start.

'Helljumper, Helljumper, where you been?' Lisa sang softly to herself, crouched in a shallow depression deep in shadow. 'Feet first to hell and back again. When I die, please bury me deep. Fix an MA5 down by my feet. Don't cry for me, don't shed no tear. Just pack my box with PT gear.'

She leaned forward from her position and scanned the forest for movement, seeing none.

'Cuz earlier one morning 'bout zero five. The ground will rumble, there'll be lightning in the sky. Don't you worry, don't come undone. It's just my ghost on a PT run.'

Lisa crawled out of her ditch and began edging forward, making no sound at all. Her armour's grey outer shell blended in perfectly with the shadows and made her as close to invisible as was possible.

She stayed like this, moving forward at a snail's pace from depression to depression, occasionally freezing as a search party went by, all the while gradually making her way to safety. Twice Lisa had to do this, often scant metres from the searching eyes of a team, and both times she managed to get away.

It took Lisa nearly fifteen minutes to get within sight of the objective, a gnarled tree adorned with a single white ribbon. The only problem this time was that there were well over two dozen ponies patrolling the area surrounding it. Amongst them was Rainbow Dash, the only one who could possibly react quick enough to tag Lisa if she made a run for it. The few unicorns in the crowd had their horns lit, illuminating the area in a multitude of hues that beat back the shadows.

Lisa looked around for a solution. There was always a way to get around a problem.

She spotted a rock twice the size of her fist jutting out of the ground, covered in dirt and dust. She picked it up, assessing the weight, then searched for a good place to throw it, seeing a thicket on the far side of the clearing, then threw the rock in a high arc over everyone's head.

It landed and made loud enough noise that it got everyone's attention and they all darted towards it.

Lisa used this opportunity to make for the ribbon, sprinting across the forest floor for it, but an orange blur clamped itself onto her leg and made the Spartan stumble.

She came to a halt and looked down at Scootaloo clinging to her as though her life depended on it.

'Nice distraction.' The filly Pegasus said. 'Too bad we thought you might try it.'

Applebloom and Sweetie Belle ran over and did the same as Scootaloo, holding onto Lisa tightly.

'Not bad, Team Crusader.' Lisa said as everyone else came back to the clearing, some wearing shocked expressions that three small fillies had managed to capture the Spartan. 'You win.'
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**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, Sweet Apple Acres. 2231 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

With the game of hide and seek over, the guests slowly began leaving after that, many having to carry their children who had fallen asleep.

The Cutie Mark Crusaders had crashed not too long ago, collapsing into a heap at the foot of a tree where Applejack had placed a blanket over the three fillies, the farmer nodding her head at Lisa appreciatively.

Lisa had nodded back and continued helping clear up the remains of the party. Most of the food had been devoured with only a few scraps remained which Pinkie Pie quickly finished off, covering her mouth with sugar and frosting in the process. The Spartan just shook her head and hefted one long table with ease, following Big Macintosh to a dusty shed filled with similar items.

'You use these a lot?' Lisa asked as she propped her table up against a wall.

'Nope.' Big Macintosh said.

'They reserved for big events?'

'Eeyup.'

'You don't talk much, do you?' Lisa said.

'Nope.'

'Fair enough.'

The two left the shed and returned to the barn where the last of the decorations had been folded away and the few remaining ponies were sweeping up. Lisa looked around for a brush but didn't see one.

'You don't have to help, dear.' Rarity said as she passed by, a box filled with ribbons floating in front of her. 'This was your party after all.'

'I still feel as though I should.' Lisa countered. 'You all put a lot of effort into this. It's only right I return some of the favour.'

'Ya'll managed to make Apple Bloom and the others fall asleep quicker than Granny Smith does after a hard day baking.' Applejack said. 'Ah ain't seen anypony do that before. Guess Ah know who to come to next time Apple Bloom won't go to bed.'

Fluttershy landed next to the Spartan, some streamers in her hoofs which she placed into Rarity's box. 'Speaking of beds, where are you going to sleep tonight, Chief? It's getting awfully late.'

The thought had slipped Lisa's mind but she quickly began thinking of possibilities, the first one to set up camp in the nearby forest, but Applejack beat her to it.

'Shucks, ya can stay at Sweet Apple Acres if ya want.' She offered. 'We got plenty of room.'

'I wouldn't want to impose.' Lisa said.

'Nonsense.' Applejack said, placing a hoof on Lisa's back. 'Ya'll are a guest here and an ambassador. We'd be more than happy to put ya up. Ain't that right, Big Macintosh?'

The red stallion, who had hefted a half empty barrel of cider onto his back, nodded, saying, 'Eeyup.'

'If you insist.' Lisa said. By now the barn was once again looking like a barn, not a dance hall, and the last guests left, leaving Lisa alone with the six ponies from this morning and the sleeping Cutie Mark Crusaders.

They groaned when Rarity nudged them awake.

Sweetie Belle batted her sister's hoof away, mumbling something about five more minutes, prompting Rarity to simply levitate the sleeping unicorn onto her back, disturbing the other two.

Scootaloo groaned and shook herself awake while Apple Bloom stretched out and yawned, both fillies getting to their feet and heading to their hide and seek partners.

Applejack led Apple Bloom to the farmhouse, opening the door to let a brown mass of fur come shooting out, barking excitedly as it bounced around the two ponies.

Lisa knew from an earlier conversation with Applejack that this was Winona, the Apple Family's work dog and pet. She seemed friendly enough, darting around from Applejack to Big Macintosh with her tail a blur as it wagged, but the moment Winona saw Lisa the tail stopped, as did she. Instead of a happy bark, she let out a low growl as her hackles stood upright.

Everyone stopped as well, caught off guard by the dog's behaviour.

'Winona, what in tarnation has gotten into you?' Applejack asked, taking a step closer to the dog while pushing Apple Bloom back with her hind leg. 'The Chief's a friend.'

This did nothing to deter Winona who crouched low, baring her teeth at Lisa who remained motionless.

'Ah swear she's not like this.' Applejack said as she went to grab hold of her dog. 'Winona usually loves meeting new people.'

The moment Applejack placed a hoof on Winona, she bolted and made for Lisa, barking madly.

The Spartan didn't move, waiting for Winona to come with arms length then grabbed her by the neck and pinned her to the ground in a blur of movement, keeping the work dog down until she stopped growling and moving, letting out a whimper of fear instead.

It was only then that Lisa stood up and released Winona, who darted to hide behind Big Macintosh, tail between her legs.

The ponies stared at her, mouths slightly agape.

Lisa just looked back at them.

'It's happened before.' She said. 'Some animals don't like Spartans and try to attack them. A method I found that works is to show them that they aren't the dominant predator and scare them into submission.' She turned to Applejack and Big Macintosh. 'Sorry if I hurt her in any way but she would have most likely damaged her teeth trying to bite through my armour.'

'Thanks.' Applejack said. 'Ah've... Ah've never Winona act like that around anypony before. Maybe it'd be better if ya stayed with somepony else tonight. Ah wouldn't want her trying something while ya sleep. Sorry.'

'You don't have to apologise.' Lisa said. 'Neither of us knew how she would react to me.'

'So where are you going to sleep now?' Rainbow Dash asked. She had once more taken to hovering over the group rather than stand.

'You can always stay with me.' Twilight offered. 'I mean, it makes sense. You're a visiting diplomat and I'm a princess. Plus, there's plenty of room.'

'Are there any pets that might try to take a swing at me?' Lisa asked.

'No. Owlowiscious doesn't usually go after anything bigger than a mouse.' Twilight said after a moment's pause. 'I hope.'

'Then that'll be fine, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'Thank you for offering.'

Lisa paused briefly to pick up what few things she had left on the floor then followed Twilight back into town, saying her goodbyes to the ponies as she did.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** town of Ponyville, Golden Oaks Library. 2258 Hours, December 03, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Inside the library, Lisa shrugged her rucksack off and stowed it in a corner along with her battle rifle, keeping her pistol on her thigh, while Twilight lit several candles. They gave off enough light to navigate by but not enough to fully illuminate the tree's hollow interior.

It struck Lisa as odd that a tree would be converted into a home, much less a public space, but then this was a culture very different to hers and civilians to boot.

She followed Twilight upstairs and helped the Alicorn manoeuvre a spare bed from a closet into the main sleeping area opposite Twilight's own bed. Spike was curled up in a basket to the side of it, fast asleep, and Lisa wondered how long he'd been there. She couldn't recall seeing the dragon at the party.

'You don't have any objections about sleeping in a strange bed?' Twilight asked once everything was set.

'No, ma'am.' Lisa said. Rest sounded like a good idea at the moment. It was more than 24 hours since she had last gotten any sleep and while Lisa could stay awake for several days and still fight, she didn't have to do so today.

She lay on top of the bed, not bothering to throw the duvet over herself, and got as comfortable as possible. The bed frame creaked slightly under her weight but soon settled.

Twilight climbed onto her bed as well, levitating over a thick book which flipped open to a specific page.

'I hope you don't mind if I read for a little bit.' Twilight said, almost apologetically.

'It's fine, ma'am.' Lisa said.

'You don't have to keep calling me that.' The Alicorn said. 'Twilight will do.'

'Force of habit, ma'am.' Lisa replied, sitting up. 'As a soldier, I have to address my superiors either by rank or honorific. It's not something I can do easily.'

'Oh.' Twilight said. She turned a page in her book before adding, 'If you're not tired yet, feel free to read something from the library. That translation spell works on written words as well.'

'No thank you, ma'am.' Lisa said, lying flat on her back again. 'Though I do have a question regarding that spell you cast.'

'Yes?'

'Does it translate everything you say into words I can understand, or is it more of a literal translation where everything you say is a direct conversion to English and not modified in any way?' Lisa raised her head to look at Twilight, watching the mare's brow furrow in thought.

'I think it's just directly translated.' Twilight said. 'Some of the words you say are close to ones we have. Like when you say someone, our equivalent is somepony. Same for anyone, no one and everyone.'

Lisa lowered her head, nodding once. 'Good night, ma'am.'

'Good night.'

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** Elysium City, Elysium Housing Complex 112. 0857 Hours, March 18, 2530 (Military Calendar). Twenty-two years ago.**

Lisa knew she was dreaming.

She knew it the moment she opened her eyes and saw pale blue wallpaper adorned with crude drawings of clouds and animals frolicking beneath a squashed sun that looked more like an oval than a circle with a big dent on one side.

It was her room. Her home.

An explosion rocked it.

It was also under attack.

She knew that outside, the Battle for Eridanus was underway and that the Covenant were winning, slowly but surely, and pressing ever closer to finishing the remaining human forces on the planet. It had happened when Lisa was four.

She had this dream often, but it wasn't a nightmare. Lisa had long ago come to terms with what had happened and gotten her bloody revenge. She kept having it because of the significance of the attack.

Her parents had both died during it.

Every time Lisa had the dream, she saw it from her four year old perspective, her thought processes a combination of her current ones and those of her younger self mixed into one body that followed a pre-programmed path through the dream. On the one hand, there was the mind of a cold, calculating Spartan supersoldier but on the other, there was a terrified and confused four year old girl, trying to deal with the horror of the war around her.

Lisa had been asleep when the first Covenant ships began attacking her home, clutching a blanket covered with teddy bears, waking up to screams and explosions as the alien menace sought out and killed every human they found.

She had felt confused at first, her sleep addled mind not recognising the sounds of battle for what they were, but when the screams from her parents filtered through the walls with the angry hisses of a Jackal, the fear kicked in.

Still in her pyjamas, Lisa had jumped from her bed and ran for her door, simultaneously wanting to be near her mummy and daddy for comfort and not wanting to be near them because the angry alien was there.

She opened her door to see her living room. She also saw her mother, lying dead. Her stomach had been torn apart by dozens of glassy pink needles, killing her and Lisa's unborn brother almost instantly. The four year old part of Lisa now began panicking while her older counterpart felt nothing but sadness as she looked on, continuing to feel this even as the four year old girl ran away from the corpse of her mother, trailing bloody footprints.

It was when she saw her father being attacked by the Jackal that had killed her mother did she scream.

Her dad glanced her way, yelling for her to get out, but as he did his focus, which had been fixed on keeping the vicious bird-like alien from killing him, waned and the Jackal took advantage of it, sinking its razor sharp beak into his neck and tearing a massive chunk out.

Blood spurted high into the air as Lisa, still screaming, bolted for the door which had been blown open. She didn't see where the door was.

Her home was on the twentieth floor of an apartment complex and right next to the stairs. She ran down them, trying to blot out the dead bodies lining it. Some had been torn apart by Needler fire, others by plasma bolts. They were all bloody.

Lisa ran out of the apartments, only to find herself in the middle of a pitched firefight between the Covenant and the UNSC Marines, each side giving it their all to wipe out the other.

It was very loud.

She kept screaming and covered her ears, sprinting to hide beneath a pile of rubble from a Covenant flier that had been struck by a Marine's rocket and crashed into a ground floor apartment, providing lots of places for Lisa to hide.

She stopped screaming and began crying, trying her best to drown the screams and gunfire.

Then, as if someone had thrown a switch, it stopped.

Lisa opened her eyes, not because it was what happened in her dream but because it never did. The battle would continue for what felt like hours before petering out. It never stopped just like that.

The sudden silence confused her, her bewilderment only growing once she saw she was no longer four, or beneath the rubble.

She was fully grown up and in her armour, standing in the entry foyer to the apartment complex with a clear view of the battle.

Everything was still, everything was silent. And she wasn't alone.

Stood beside Lisa was an Alicorn like Twilight Sparkle, only bigger and possessing a dark blue coat and mane, the latter of which seemed to flutter as if caught in a breeze and looked like it was gaseous in nature rather than being made of hair.

From what Twilight had told her, there were only four Alicorns in all of Equestria, each of them female and a princess. Judging from the moon shaped cutie mark, Lisa guessed this was Princess Luna.

How she was in her dream was another matter entirely.

'What is this?' Luna whispered, taking a step towards the fight. 'What barbarity is this?'

'A battle, ma'am.' Lisa said, following the Alicorn. 'Between the United Nations Space Command Marine Corps and the Covenant Army.'

Luna walked over to the Covenant side, examining an Elite closely. Its four lips were split apart in a bellowing cry, plasma rifle in one hand and energy sword in another. The Elite's eyes seemed to glow red, even in the morning sun, and its teeth were numerous and sharp.

'An Elite.' Lisa said, answering Luna's unasked question. 'They don't look like this in reality. It's just how my mind remembered them.' She kept pace with Luna, telling her the names of the Covenant species as they passed them. 'Ma'am, how are you here? This is a dream I have.'

'I-I am the princess of the night.' Luna whispered. She stopped before a Hunter, the titanic alien towering above her and Lisa. The assault cannon mounted onto its arm was firing, a lance of green energy spewing from the tip. Lisa tracked the trajectory and saw it would impact on a Marine fireteam if they didn't move. 'I watch over everypony's dreams and work to allay their fears. When I saw what was happening in your dream...' She trailed off, moving away from the Hunter.

'Well, this isn't a fear, ma'am.' Lisa said, following. 'This is what actually happened, barring any discrepancies in the Covenant's appearance.'

Luna stopped in front of a group of Grunts caught in the explosion of a frag grenade. She went pale at the sight and quickly walked to the next bit.

'Why would anypony do something like this?' Luna asked as she examined a wounded Marine, face contorted in pain as a medic placed a dressing on what remained of their arm.

'We're an affront to their religion, apparently.' Lisa said. 'They brand us as unholy and heretics, worthy of neither pity nor mercy. So they started a war with the intent of wiping us all out.' The Spartan glanced up her old home, where both her parents now lay dead. 'The only things standing in their way are the Marines and the Navy.'

The Alicorn went from the Covenant to the Marines, moving between them as they remained frozen in place.

'What was the outcome of this battle?' Luna asked, looking at one Marine. They were being dragged away from the front lines by a medic but the soldier still had their pistol in hand, firing at the Covenant.

'We lost.' Lisa said. 'The Marines put up a valiant effort to keep the Covenant from winning, holding out as long as they could to get as many people off the planet as possible, but were eventually routed and had to retreat.'

'Did they know they would lose?'

'They knew it was a highly likely outcome, yes.' Lisa said. 'They fought anyway.'

Luna walked to the back of the Marine formation, passing by snipers and heavy weapons specialists, before coming to a halt in front of four figures clad in green-gold armour that almost glowed in the sun, paused mid-march.

Lisa joined the princess, almost coming to attention as she stopped in front of the figures.

'Blue Team.' She said, her voice containing a hint of respect and admiration for the four Spartans that were calmly walking into battle. 'They're Spartans. Like me.'

Unlike Lisa, Blue Team wore a more uniform variant of the MJOLNIR armour, the Mark IV, with the only difference between them being a unique three letter number on their chests.

'And what are Spartans?' Luna asked, walking around Blue Team.

'Hope.' Lisa said. She let Luna examine the Spartans for a few seconds more then directed her back to the entrance of the apartment block.

Time restarted and the battle continued, the explosions and gunfire making Luna grimace and flinch but she looked on in interest as the four Spartans of Blue Team made it to the front line, assault rifles firing in accurate bursts that cut down the alien menace opposite. The moment they did, the Marines let out varying whoops of joy and redoubled their efforts, fighting with renewed vigour.

It served to finally break the Covenant lines and they themselves were forced to retreat, only for Longsword bombers and Hornet attack aircraft to chase and strafe them with high explosives and machine gun fire.

Once the last alien fell, Marine squads fanned out to search the area for remaining hostiles, as did Blue Team.

Lisa and Luna watched as one of the Spartans, the one with the number 117 on their chest, walked over to the rubble the four year old Lisa was still hiding in.

'That's the Master Chief.' Lisa whispered as he knelt down and peered into the debris. 'He's something of a legend, the closest the UNSC has to a hero.'

The Master Chief put his assault rifle down and held his hand out.

'It's safe now.' He said to the young Lisa. 'You can come out.'

Young Lisa crawled closer, covered in soot and dust, but didn't come out of the rubble she was in. 'N-No more monsters?' she whispered.

'No. All the monsters are gone.' The Chief said.

'Do you promise to look after me if any more show up?' Lisa edged forward a little more.

'I promise.' The Chief said. He kept his hand held out, gently wrapping it around Lisa's when she finally came out of hiding. The Spartan picked up the four year old and carried her back to the rest of the Marines and Blue Team where a flight of Pelicans had landed.

The grown up Lisa watched from afar, remembering how tightly she had clung to the Master Chief, before turning back to Luna as the dropships took off, their holds full of soldiers and survivors.

'Is there anything else you wish to view?' Lisa asked.

'No.' Luna said. 'No, this has been... It was more than what I was expecting.'

Lisa nodded. 'Then I'll see you during the official ceremony in Canterlot, ma'am.'

'Yes.' Luna said distantly, looking out over the battlefield. Corpses still littered it, as did a generous amount of blood. 'And Spartan? I'm sorry for your loss.'

'Thank you, ma'am.' Lisa said.

The world surrounding her began to dissolve and morph, turning from Eridanus to the inside of Golden Oaks Library as Lisa woke up.
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Chapter Seven

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** town of Ponyville, Golden Oaks Library. 0321 Hours, December 04, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The familiar weight and reactive circuits of her armour greeted Lisa when she woke, as did the darkened interior of Twilight's home and place of work.

She lay there, staring up at the wooden ceiling, thinking over her encounter with Princess Luna. It had been unusual to say the least, meeting her in a dream, but then this planet had been anything but normal so far. Flying tortoises, body spasms that could predict the immediate future, and magic, all contained within a setting that looked like it belonged in a child's cartoon.

Lisa sighed inwardly. She wanted to get back to doing what had come here to do: search for Insurrection fortifications and eliminate them. Not play diplomat to a bunch of civilians that had only the faintest ideas of what war meant. It just wasn't what she had been designed to do.

She tried to go back to sleep but her internal body clock was still synched to the _Shadow Boxer _in high orbit. Plus, her meeting with Luna had left Lisa slightly unsettled and in no hurry to run the risk of meeting her again, though the princess's expression at seeing the horrors of war suggested she wouldn't be making a return trip to the Spartan's mind any time soon.

Giving up, Lisa sat up and saw Twilight was asleep, her book neatly folded away. Spike was still in his basket as well and Lisa took care not to wake either as she got out of bed and headed downstairs into the main library section.

There were hundreds upon hundreds of books, divided into different sections and arranged alphabetically.

Lisa moved to the historical section, plucking the _Comprehensive Guide to Equestrian History _from its spot on the shelf, then sat down against the wall with her chosen book.

She opened it up and began reading, surprised to learn that Princess Celestia and Luna were more than a thousand years old but frowned when she saw the details regarding a person called Discord, some mishmash of creatures with the apparent ability to bend the laws of physics, even break them, as naturally as breathing.

Equestria, and Faustia in general, was becoming stranger by the day.

Lisa flicked through the rest of the book. It wasn't really grabbing her attention and she soon placed it back where it had come from and her hand searched for something else to read, hovering over books that covered everything from basic agriculture to advanced astrology, but nothing really leapt out at the Spartan.

She briefly leafed through _The Elements of Harmony: A Reference Guide _but put it back after seeing the phrase 'powered by the magic of friendship' in a recently added section, along with others such as their ability to rid a person of their bitterness and hatred, and coming from something called the Tree of Harmony.

How six little gems and a tree, powered only by friendship, managed to keep balance was beyond Lisa but then, this was a place where magic was commonplace.

Moving on, Lisa spotted a binder filled with a large number of letters sitting by itself, the leather cover devoid of decorations with only a simple golden clasp keeping it shut. She opened it up and saw the letters were all addressed to Princess Celestia, each one containing a finding on friendship. Most were signed by Twilight but a number of them had different names at the bottom.

Lisa read through them.

With each passing letter, she felt that the ponies who wrote them could be oddly naive and childlike in their everyday lives. Dismissing something due to not understanding it or its methodology, or not being honest with others, particularly close friends. Lisa thought that this would have been clear as they were growing up but had to remind herself that, despite some of the similarities it shared with human culture, the Equestrian society was still different to hers, doubly so when Lisa factored in her Spartan training.

A floorboard creaked above her and Lisa looked up to see Twilight, rubbing sleep from her eye and yawning.

'Chief?' she mumbled. 'What are you doing up so late?'

'I couldn't sleep, ma'am.' Lisa said, gesturing at the letters in her hands. 'So I came down here to read until I felt tired. I didn't wake you, did I?'

'No.' Twilight said, descending the stairs. 'I just came down for a drink.' She drew level with Lisa and saw what she was holding. 'They're the friendship reports I had to send to Princess Celestia after I came to Ponyville.'

'Yes, I was just reading over them.' Lisa said. She put the book away.

'What's friendship like for you, Chief?' Twilight asked as she headed into the kitchen, returning with two glasses filled with water. She offered one to Lisa who accepted, ignoring her shields as they collapsed and began recharging the moment they encountered the magical aura surrounding the glass.

Lisa peeled off her helmet and sat on the bottom step of the stairs as Twilight levitated a cushion from somewhere and lay on top of it, facing the Spartan head on as she tried to think of an answer to Twilight's question.

'It's... unusual.' Lisa finally said. 'I don't go out of my way to make friends, especially with non-Spartan personnel. I have difficulty interacting with them.'

'Why?' Twilight asked.

'It's kind of hard to explain, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'My training to become a Spartan was intensive to say the least, and my civilian life ended when I volunteered. I saw no one but Spartan trainees and drill instructors for the best part of five years, coming to see me fellow trainees as family. We trained as one, we fought as one, we won as one.' She paused to take a sip from her glass. 'After training, I was placed into frontline service which typically saw me carrying out long duration missions, often by myself, where I had little interaction with mainline Marine and Naval personnel.'

Lisa put the glass on the floor and clasped her hands together. 'Spartans have a hard time trusting non-Spartan personnel. They haven't been through the same training or experiences, and don't have the same level of loyalty to the UNSC. We can't fully trust them, doubly so if they're civilians.' She pointed at herself. 'I'm not the most sociable Spartan there is. Most others prefer working in teams but me, I'm what you'd call a lone wolf type of person. It suits my mode of operation because the more people there are, the more likely you are at being found.'

'You've been interacting fine with everypony so far.' Twilight said. 'You're a little restrained but other than that, you're doing a great job.'

'That's only because I'm under orders to do so.' Lisa said, sitting back. 'I'm not used to playing a diplomat. It's a situation I wasn't trained for. I'd rather be carrying out my original mission looking for the Innies than do this.'

Twilight looked at her as if hurt. 'You'd rather be out there, crawling through mud and trees, than be here? But, we've tried our best to make you feel welcome.'

Lisa sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. 'I know you have, ma'am, and I appreciate it, but I am the wrong person entirely for this.' She looked at the princess. 'My parents were killed by aliens right in front of me. Hell, I became a Spartan solely to _kill _aliens. Playing nice with them is contrary to _everything _I've ever known, no matter how nice they may act or how warmly they greet me. All I've been taught is that if it's alien, it's hostile.'

'You kill other things?' Twilight whispered.

'Yes.' Lisa said. 'Humanity is fighting a losing war against a genocidal alien alliance. They've killed billions of us and that number grows with each passing day. Its soldiers like myself that try to keep that number down. And to do that, we kill the enemy. Shoot them, stab them, break them. Whatever it takes to win, we do it.'

The Alicorn said nothing, shock and horror on her face, and Lisa sighed again.

'I know Equestria has widespread peace and harmony but you have to understand that humanity doesn't.' She said quietly. 'We're always at war in one way or another, be it armed conflict or political campaigns, and even when faced with a common enemy we don't manage to put aside our differences. The Insurrection continued to fight the UNSC despite the threat posed by the Covenant to both factions. What may seem deplorable to you is simply another thing we have to do to survive.' She picked up her glass and sloshed the contents around. 'Who knows? There may come a time when you'll have to kill something just to survive.'

'I hope it doesn't.' Twilight said as Lisa took a long drink, half draining her glass. 'I could never forgive myself afterwards.'

Lisa hummed. 'You say that now.' She finished off her drink. 'Now you know a bit more about human culture.'

'Would you really rather be out looking for those people?' Twilight asked.

'In a way, yes.' Lisa said. 'I'm not accustomed to being surrounded by so many civilians at once for so long, nor am I used to living a civilian life. Everything is just so, well, alien for lack of a better term. I can't feel comfortable.' She reached for her helmet and cradled it in her hands, staring down at the scuffed surface. 'Spartans are about as far from civilians as possible. What we considered normal is vastly different to what you would. Sitting around in a town isn't home. The battlefield is.'

'Battle... field?' Twilight said but Lisa just waved it away.

The Spartan put her helmet back on and regarded the Alicorn before her whose face was torn between horror at Lisa's admission of killing and hurt after she'd said she would prefer to be out searching than be in Ponyville.

'Ma'am, you have to understand that different cultures have different values and beliefs.' She said. 'And those values vary from person to person. I'm not looking to offend you or anyone else here, I'm simply being honest.' She recalled the book on the Elements of Harmony and the letters she had read. 'That's one of the key aspects of friendship, isn't it? Honesty?'

'It is.' Twilight said but even so, she looked away. 'Killing isn't, though.'

'I only kill to defend others.' Lisa said. 'I don't kill indiscriminately or without just cause.'

'That's not much better.' Twilight said.

Lisa gave a half nod. 'Maybe. But it can prevent unnecessary deaths further down the line.' She could see that Twilight was still unhappy. 'Agree to disagree?'

Now it was Twilight's turn to give a nod but it wasn't firm. 'Agree to disagree.' She glanced at a clock on the wall and let out a stifled yawn. It was still the middle of the night.

'You should probably get back to bed, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'I don't think I'll be going to sleep any time soon.

'Yeah, that sounds like a good idea.' Twilight yawned again and got up from her cushion, leaving it on the floor.

Lisa watched her go then tidied the cushion away before beginning her search for a new book to read anew.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** city of Canterlot, Canterlot Castle. 1930 Hours, December 10, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

After a week in Ponyville, it felt strangely good to have a change in scenery. That feeling soon evaporated once Lisa entered the main hall within the castle where a more official ceremony would be held to welcome her and humanity as a whole to Equestria.

It was filled with ponies, all of whom were dressed in exquisite tuxedoes and dresses, that made a fuss over her. Some were more forced than others, fear and mistrust in their eyes, but the majority genuinely looked pleased to meet the Spartan.

She fought down her rising panic, partially mediated with Twilight staying close by and keeping close to the doors which led to a landscaped garden filled with dozens upon dozens of birds and animals and their cries, mixing with the chatter of conversation from the party and a slow paced musical number from a band set up in one corner to create a more sophisticated atmosphere to the one Lisa had experienced at Sweet Apple Acres.

It surprised the Spartan to find she preferred the Ponyville welcoming party to the Canterlot one.

'How are you coping, Chief?' Twilight whispered as the duo meandered around the hall. She was wearing a deep blue dress decorated with stars, a crown atop her head.

'Fine so far, ma'am.' Lisa said, feeling slightly underdressed in the room and very out of place. The night's itinerary had her walking around the room, meeting various important figures in Canterlot society and Equestria as a whole, before officially meeting Princess Celestia and Princess Luna at 1945 hours. The three had already met before the party, partly to rehearse the night's ceremony and partly meet in a more informal manner.

Luna had spoken to her sister about Lisa's dream because the first thing Celestia had said to Lisa after the preliminary hellos was to offer her condolences.

'There are more people here than there was in Ponyville.' She added.

Twilight nodded. 'The guest list was around two hundred, not including the Royal Guards.'

Dotted along the walls, dressed in golden armour reminiscent of the ancient Greeks, were the guards that protected the princesses of Canterlot. It struck Lisa as odd that Twilight didn't have that protection in Ponyville. She thought all princesses were given equal protection.

Even though their gazes were fixed on the wall directly opposite them, Lisa knew the guards were tracking her every movement.

She continued walking around the hall with Twilight until a fanfare announced to everyone within the room that it was time to take their places ahead of Celestia's arrival.

Twilight took this as her cue to escort Lisa over to an elevated area opposite the doors the Alicorn of the Day would emerge from, staying by the Spartans side as Royal Guards moved to create a walkway for Celestia to walk down and greet Lisa.

Another bout of fanfare preceded the double doors opening, each half glowing with a different aura as two unicorn guards pulled them open to reveal Celestia, looking every inch the benevolent ruler everyone Lisa had spoken to claimed her to be.

Lisa felt herself come to involuntary attention at the sight of the Alicorn, remaining like that as she walked down the aisle.

Celestia stopped in front of the Spartan and smiled, giving her a short bow, while Lisa saluted, her face unreadable behind her helmet.

'On behalf of the Equestrian Empire and all who reside within it, I welcome you, Chief Petty Officer SPARTAN-A196, as the representative of Humanity and the United Nations Space Command Navy in the hopes of building and maintaining diplomatic relationships between our two cultures. May it be a long and prosperous alliance.' Two Royal Guards carrying a box between them kneeled behind Celestia, bowing as they backed away.

She used her magic to open the box and bring out a golden medallion encrusted with precious gems surrounding a highly stylised picture of Lisa in her armour standing next to a pony, a unicorn if she looked closely enough, with the words 'Separated by Species, United by Friendship' written around the very edge in Equestrian and English. It sounded a little cheesy to the Spartan, and a little cliché.

Lisa remained motionless as Celestia placed the medallion around her neck. The Spartan had powered down her shields well beforehand to avoid having them short out the moment they encountered magic.

'And may this medallion represent those hopes and act as a token of our goodwill towards humanity.' She gave the Spartan another short bow.

Lisa glanced down at the trinket as it made small clinking noises against the titanium outer shell of her MJOLNIR armour.

She looked back up. 'On behalf of humanity, I thank you for welcoming us and showing nothing but hospitality. I hope that our diplomatic relationship grows and that our cultures can freely share aspects of each other's society.'

Celestia stepped away as a round of applause rippled across the room though to Lisa's ears, it sounded more like the ponies in the room were stomping their hooves on the ground. She risked a glance at the crowd and saw her guess was correct.

Turning back to the Alicorn stood before her, Lisa moved to stand between Celestia and Twilight Sparkle as a pony wielding a camera approached, ready to capture this historic moment forever on film.

Lisa just looked forward to the end of it all. She didn't like crowds or pomp and ceremony. They weren't her type of thing.

The pony raised the camera to his eye and steadied the shot, politely moving the three until they were stood where he wanted.

The bulb went off and the picture was taken.
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Chapter Eight

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** aboard Equestria Express, en route to the Crystal Empire. 1239 Hours, December 11, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The train rocked and swayed as it trundled north to the Crystal Empire, its movements lulling Lisa into a slightly more relaxed state.

She was in a carriage along with Twilight and the others, Spike included, to meet the fourth Alicorn princess, Cadance, and her husband, Twilight's unicorn brother Shining Armour. They had spent the night in Canterlot, exploring the Equestrian capital and giving Lisa a tour. The medallion Celestia had given her, along with a framed copy of the picture, was wrapped up and left in the castle for safekeeping.

Lisa was sat at the very back of the train carriage, looking out the window as the scenery flew past, helmet off and a half drunk cup of coffee in her hands.

Spike was sat next to her, munching on a beautiful sapphire as though it was a biscuit and not a glittering gem, talking with the Spartan.

'So, they don't have dragons where you come from?' he asked, taking a moment to wipe gem fragments from his mouth.

'No.' Lisa said. She paused then said, 'Well, in a sense, yes. We do have dragons but they don't breathe fire or talk, and they certainly don't eat gems like you do.'

Spike tossed the last bit of the jewel into his mouth, let out a small burp, then reached for another. 'So how do you send messages over really long distances?'

It had struck Lisa as odd that to send messages Spike burned them with his breath but, as with many things that bewildered the Spartan, she reminded herself that magic was the main culprit behind many of the oddities.

'We have a number of ways.' Lisa said. 'Depending on the location and who's sending the message, everything is sent via fibre optic cables if it's civilian in origin or between UNSC facilities on the same planet. During engagements, transmissions are made by radio or using satellite uplinks, encrypted so eavesdroppers can't listen in.'

'Why would anypony want to listen to somepony else's conversation?' Spike asked, 'That's kind of rude.'

Lisa didn't bother to correct the dragon or elaborate, simply continuing to look out the window. 'Yes it is.'

It was very jarring to think that Equestria had no concept of war, or any recognisable armed force with the exception of the Royal Guard but even then, the ponies in that seemed to have no actual combat experience. Barely any had the hardened look seen in Marines and ODSTs of having been in the heat of battle, simply wearing a close approximation of it that any combat veteran could see was fake and out of place.

Yet here she was, a purpose built living weapon interacting with people who, had this been a UNSC world, would be constantly accompanied by a security detail of at least one squad of Marines and Spartans at most. They certainly wouldn't be allowed to just wander all over with an alien tagging along.

Lisa shook her head, thinking _different cultures, _then resigned herself to sitting and waiting. Spike jumped off the seat and went over to Rarity who was going through a huge number of bags, searching for something or another. Everyone else was either talking to someone or, in Rainbow Dash's case, reading a book.

The Spartan settled back into her corner, taking a sip of her drink. In a way, she was looking forward to her trip to the Crystal Empire. It was a change of scenery and afterwards, Twilight had promised to let her go off and look for the Insurrection.

Their conversation in the library had unsettled the Alicorn but she hadn't repeated what Lisa had said to the others.

As the train carried on, Lisa's thought drifted to how the ponies would respond to seeing some die. She didn't think they'd fare well.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** the Crystal Empire, Crystal Empire train station. 1500 Hours, December 11, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The first thing Lisa sensed when she stepped off the train was an air of dread and worry mixed with despair. The presence of guards at the station confirmed her suspicions that something bad had happened and recently.

The party quickly headed to the centre of the city, all but Lisa fearing the worst. She was just assessing the situation. Around them, the inhabitants of the Crystal Empire, Earth ponies that looked like they were made of living crystals, made faces of shock and surprise though whether they were directed towards Twilight as she ran by, or to Lisa because of her alien appearance, was unknown and Lisa didn't care to find out.

She simply followed Twilight along the road to the castle that sat in the centre of the city, rising high above everything else and glittering brightly in the afternoon sun.

Half a dozen guards were posted at each of the castle's four entrances, their armour possessing the same crystal look as their coats, and all carried pikes that were brought to bear on Lisa as she drew close.

She stopped her hand as it dipped for her pistol on reflex.

After some words from Twilight, the eight of them continued into the castle, up flights of stairs and through long hallways, all of them containing at least four guards minimum.

They finally entered the throne room where a dozen guards stood against each wall while several more were gathered around a table filled with maps and Lisa recognised it for what it was: a crisis centre. Something bad had happened or was going to happen and plans were being drawn up to respond to either.

All but one of the ponies had crystal coats. The last one was a unicorn stallion with a brilliant white coat and blue mane who Lisa took to be Shining Armour.

This was confirmed when he looked up and saw Twilight, rushing over to wrap her in a hug.

When he let go, the new arrivals bar Lisa let out involuntary gasps and winces. His left eye was swollen shut while his right was surrounded by a nasty looking bruise. His lower lip was split as well. Lisa guessed he'd gotten the injuries at least a day ago.

'What happened to you?' Twilight whispered, a hoof reaching out to touch her brother's wounds.

He let her, wincing slightly as they were disturbed, then cast his good eye on Lisa. 'What's that? Why is it following you around?'

Lisa kept quiet. Shining Armour hadn't been hit with the translation spell.

'This is Chief Petty Officer SPARTAN-A196.' Twilight said. 'She's an alien from outer space.'

'You going to give him the ability to understand me?' Lisa said to Twilight. 'Or are you going to be a translator?'

A quick blast of magic and a mild case of nausea for Lisa later, Shining Armour launched into his tale, but only after grilling the Spartan for a short while.

Two days ago, during the middle of the night, some creatures called changelings broke into the castle and forced their way into the bedchambers of Cadance and Shining Armour, kidnapping the Alicorn as she slept. Shining Armour had woken just as the changelings were leaving the room and given chase, shouting for guards to converge on and stop the intruders, but had been blindsided by a disguised changeling and knocked out.

When he had regained consciousness, the changelings and their victim were nowhere in sight.

'I had just sent a letter to Princess Celestia when you all burst into the room.' Shining Armour finished. The room had been cleared of guards, leaving the Ponyville citizens and Lisa to listen without interruption. He absently touched his swollen eye.

'Do you know where they took her?' Lisa asked. 'And why?'

Shining Armour shook his head. 'I have no idea where the changelings were going. As for the why, I can only imagine Chrysalis is hoping to overthrow Equestria again.'

'How does kidnapping your wife help her accomplish that?'

'Changelings feed off emotions.' Shining Armour said. 'Love, mainly. Chrysalis impersonated Cadance a few years ago, feeding off my love for Cadance, then tried to overthrow Princess Celestia. She almost got away with it.'

'So why go after Cadance this time?' Lisa asked. 'Why kidnap her at all?'

'I don't know.' Shining Armour said quietly, his tone tinged with defeat. 'This isn't anything like the changeling's normal methods.'

'Has it happened before?'

'Yeah it has.' Rainbow Dash said. 'They tried taking over Ponyville a while back and fillynapped the Cutie Mark Crusaders. But, we managed to show that Swiss cheese insect who's boss around here.' She smacked her hooves together. 'And we're totally going to do it again, aren't we girls?'

Lisa looked them all over then looked at Shining Armour's injuries. 'Were they as violent as before?' she asked, silencing Rainbow Dash.

The stallion shook his head. 'No. I've never seen them like this. They put nine ponies in the hospital.'

'What Ah wanna know is, how did Chrysalis manage to break of her prison we put her in?' Applejack put forward. 'Didn't that, uh, costume thing of Pinkie's you enchant ask them a riddle without an answer?'

'Maybe she finally found a word that rhymed with orange.' Pinkie Pie said. She seemed to be the most cheeriest person in the room. 'I know I've been trying since we left her in there but I don't have an army of changelings to help me guess.'

'Pinkie, there isn't a word in the world that rhymes with orange.' Twilight said, almost irritated by her friend's upbeat demeanour. 'It's more likely she managed to summon enough power to blast her way out.'

'Regardless of how she got out,' Lisa said, more to Twilight and Shining Armour who seemed to be the ones in charge. 'we need to figure out where she went. So put yourself in her sho- _hooves, _and think. What can you tell me about Chrysalis?'

'Well, we know she wants to take over Equestria.' Twilight said.

'Okay.' Lisa said. 'What else? Does she usually kidnap people? If so, where are they usually kept? Close by? Underground?'

'Close by.' Rarity said. The others had crowded around the table now, more serious expressions on their faces. 'When she fillynapped Sweetie Belle and the others, Chrysalis kept them in her throne room but that wasn't to feed off their energy. They were there to lure us into a trap.'

'What happened during her first attempted uprising?'

'She imprisoned Cadance in the mines beneath Canterlot and impersonated her.' Shining Armour said. 'Chrysalis fed off my love and used it to beat Celestia.'

'But both times, the ponies she'd kidnapped were unharmed and near her?' Lisa said.

A nod answered her.

Lisa looked at the maps covering the table, all of them showing the Crystal Empire and the surrounding countryside to different scales. She sifted through them, settling on the one which showed only the significant features like cliffs and forests. There were three mountains, one of which was located in the middle of a forest.

She quickly gauged the distance between the outer boundaries of it and the Crystal Empire. It was about half a day by foot for her. She didn't know if ponies could cover it quicker but she did wonder how long it would take a changeling strike team dragging a kidnapped victim to go across that stretch of land.

'Are there any caves in this forest?' she asked, gesturing to the northern stretch of trees on the map.

'Maybe. I don't know.' Shining Armour said. 'We haven't really explored that part of the Empire and these maps are only crude representations. Our search might go a lot quicker if we had better maps.'

Lisa thought of the STARS satellite above them, keeping geosynchronous orbit above them. It would take long to scan the forest and look for cave systems. She brought up her COM system and tried to raise either the satellite or the _Boxer _but something was blocking the signal.

It took her a moment to remember that Twilight's presence was jamming it.

Lisa then thought of something else. Cadance was an Alicorn and the _Shadow Boxer _had detected three energy signatures upon arrival. One was Twilight and the other was actually Celestia and Luna, which meant the last was the final Alicorn in Equestria.

The reading was by no means accurate, having a radius of a few kilometres, but it would reduce their search time by months.

'I might have a way to find Cadance and Chrysalis.' Lisa said after a moment.

Everyone looked at her expectantly.
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Lisa didn't know why the forests were called Crystal in any way, shape or form. They looked just like the forest she had trudged through upon landing and countless others before that. The trees were gnarled and overgrown, their branches weighted down by leaves and vines, while roots littered the floor, made all the more dangerous by a generous covering of leaves that hid everything from view.

While her calendar was tuned to Earth and firmly in what would be winter for humanity's home plane, Faustia was only just entering the final stages of autumn.

Pushing the thought from her mind, Lisa pushed on, followed closely by Shining Armour, his sister and her friends. Spike had been forced to stay at the castle by both Lisa and Twilight, each stating their own reasons for not wanting him there.

Personally, though, Lisa wished all of them had stayed behind. Rarity was already complaining about the dreary conditions of the forest and at getting mud on her hooves, all the while fretting about what the damp, cold forest air would do to her carefully styled mane, and Fluttershy was letting out shrill shrieks at every snapped branch, moan of the wind and distant animal cry. It was bad enough having the others trample through the forest and making enough noise that even a sleeping Grunt wouldn't have missed them, but add into the mix her screams then the changelings would hear them coming a mile off.

Plus, having civilians tag along to a military operation was a recipe for disaster.

_Why did I make contact? _Lisa thought to herself, sighing as Rarity moaned about some other tragedy that had befallen her appearance.

About the only two that weren't making as much of a fuss were the two monarchs, Shining Armour and Twilight. They kept pace with Lisa, at times almost overtaking her, but always stayed behind her. They may have been the ones in charge in the Crystal Empire but out here, in the wilderness, Lisa was the boss.

She was following a vague bearing that, Lisa hoped, was bring her out into the middle of a clearing in the forest that looked to contain several rocky features. The _Shadow Boxer _had noted that one of the energy signatures, the one that had resided in the far north, suddenly made a southward journey into the forest. It had then become slightly weaker which Lisa took to meaning Cadance was being kept underground.

It then became apparent that the signal was continuing to get weaker. That meant that either Cadance's downward journey was still ongoing or Chrysalis was slowly draining her magic. What would happen when it was finally siphoned off was a mystery to Lisa but she didn't think it would be pleasant for the Alicorn.

The rescue party finally emerged into a clearing in the forest. It was barely half a kilometre across in all directions but there was a rock that jutted into the sky but Lisa's eyes were drawn to a single entrance at the base and the mass of hoofprints going in and out of it. She moved to and knelt by the opening, spotting recent signs that something had been dragged through the entrance and recently.

She looked into the opening itself and the cave beyond, her augmented eyes seeing that it gently sloped downwards and that some kind of resin covered the walls. Faint echoing hisses rose up from inside and could almost be mistaken for the wind.

'Found something.' Lisa said, getting everyone's attention.

They came trotting over and peered into the dark abyss beyond.

'Do you think they're down there?' Shining Armour whispered.

Lisa nodded, pointing to the drag marks. 'This is fresh. Whoever made it dragged something down there not too long ago.' She then spotted a dash of colour where the opening's wall met the floor and Lisa picked it up, examining a pink feather.

'Cadance.' Twilight said.

Lisa nodded again and shrugged her rucksack off, pulling out a can of C7 foaming explosive which she clipped to her belt, 'I'll go in and get her. The rest of you wait outside.'

'What? No.' Twilight said, stepping in front of Lisa, followed by her brother. Both wore determined looks as they stared the Spartan down. 'Cadance is like family to us. If you're going to rescue her, we're going as well. All of us.'

The rest of the ponies joined Twilight and Shining Armour in barring Lisa access.

She stood, towering over them all, and looked at each in turn before shaking her head. 'I can't allow that. You're all too inexperienced.'

'Hey, we've taken those dumb bugs on before.' Rainbow Dash said. 'Twice, in fact. We can do it again.'

'They're more violent this time around.' Lisa said, looking pointedly at Shining Armour's swollen eye and split lip. 'If they put nine ponies in the hospital during a raid, who knows what they'll do if they're on the defensive.' She unlimbered her battle rifle. 'It'd be safer for me to go in alone.'

'No.' Shining Armour said. 'Cadance is my wife and even though I'm thankful that you're offering, I'm not going to allow some alien who I barely know go in rescue her.'

'You ever infiltrated an enemy stronghold before?' Lisa asked.

He shook his head.

'Well I have. And it's easier with as few people as possible.' Lisa said. She then looked at Shining Armour's brilliant white coat. 'Plus, you'll stand out like a sore thumb in there. Cadance stands a better chance of coming out alive if all of you wait out here.'

'Not gonna happen.' Applejack said.

Lisa clenched her teeth then let out a slow breath. 'It will be dark inside the caves. You won't be able to see a thing. If the changelings come for us en masse, and with their thoughts on defending their home by any means, you will not come out the victor.' She took a step closer to the entrance. 'I go in alone, Cadance has a better chance of seeing the light of day again. You all come in, her chances are halved at best.'

'You're talking like you think the changelings are really going to hurt us.' Shining Armour said. 'Just because they did this to me?' He gestured at his face.

'Yes.' Lisa said. 'Hope for the best, plan for the worst. I know Cadance is your wife and that you feel responsible for her wellbeing, but I've been extensively trained for this sort of thing and have almost sixteen years of experience to call upon. I can be in and out quicker than you and with a higher chance of success.' Then she added, 'Consider this my token of goodwill to Equestria.'

Fluttershy and Rarity glanced at each other, then at the cave opening. It didn't look inviting, especially when a demonic hiss filtered past them. The Pegasus shrieked in fear and jumped away.

'Look, if you go down there you'll also be putting your own lives at risk.' Lisa said, trying one last time. 'Why risk eight people to rescue one? I realise Cadance is important to you and that you all want her back safely but you'd be putting yourselves in unnecessary danger.'

It seemed to do the trick and all but Twilight and Shining Armour stepped away from the entrance.

'We're going.' Shining Armour said. 'No matter what the risks are.'

Lisa saw the determination in their eyes and sighed. 'Fine. But you do exactly as I say.' She said. They both nodded and parted to allow the Spartan a chance to head inside the cave. It was dark and the ceiling was barely a foot above her head. Underfoot was more of that same resin Lisa had seen on the floor. It was sticky and soft.

Hefting her battle rifle, Lisa began trudging into the cave and changeling base. Behind her, Twilight and Shining Armour followed her into the darkness and deeper underground.
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It felt oppressive inside the caves, the lack of light and echoing hisses combining to create a sense of dread alongside apprehension and fear, with that feeling only getting worse the deeper the three went.

Lisa couldn't be happier. Not because she thrived off dank interiors or the echoed hiss from insects that could change form, but because she was on a combat mission with an objective to complete and a weapon in her hands. This is what she had trained to do.

Twilight Sparkle and Shining Armour didn't quite share that same happiness, staying close to the Spartan as she led them deeper into the tunnel system.

They'd been walking for less than five minutes but already they must have dropped fifty metres into the ground. The only time they had stopped was so that Lisa could spray the contents of her can of C7 onto a low and narrow section of tunnel, sticking a detonator into the hardened surface just in case on their way back they had company.

The tunnel twisted and turned, sometimes having relatively shallow slopes but at other points it was sharp and the two ponies had managed ungraceful descents down them.

Everywhere they looked, they saw a faint green glow come from the resin that covered everything. It was just enough for Twilight and Shining Armour to see by, barely, and they would occasionally bump into Lisa by accident, distracting the Spartan.

She sighed as it happened for the umpteenth time, knowing it would be useless to tell them to be more careful. It was dark, her armour was black. Accidental contact was almost guaranteed.

'Do you even know where we're going?' Shining Armour asked twenty minutes after they'd entered the caves.

'No.' Lisa said. 'I'm just following my gut.'

'Your gut?' Twilight said, a little too loudly for Lisa's liking. This was supposed to be a stealthy infiltration. Loud objections were contrary to that. 'We're supposed to be saving Cadance and you're following your gut?'

'Yes.' Lisa said. 'I'm running blind. None of my sensors are working so I can't get a fix on Cadance's energy signature, nor can I rely on my motion tracker to keep an eye out for potential hostiles looking to sneak up on us. I'm having to rely on what little I have left which is my instinct, something that has never let me down. So unless you can get us to Cadance's location faster or get us a map of the tunnels we're in, shut the hell up and let me do my job.'

She ducked under a low bit of ceiling, her shields just scraping the rock, then straightened as the ceiling rose to accommodate her height.

'Don't tell my sister to shut up.' Shining Armour said as he ducked under the same rock.

'Does she know the way to Cadance?' Lisa asked.

'No.'

'Do you know the way to Cadance?'

'No.'

'Have either of you done this before?' Lisa asked. She saw in the low light Twilight open her mouth to say yes but the Alicorn closed it and shook her head.

'No.' Shining Armour said.

'Well I have.' Lisa said. 'And experience tells me that until either of you learns how to get to Cadance quickly, you keep your mouths shut.' She saw Shining Armour's mouth open but the tone of her voice made him revise that idea and he quickly did as asked, clamping his mouth shut. 'Better.'

The trio kept walking, heading ever deeper into the ground underneath the Crystal Forests. The glow that came from the walls grew with each passing minute until Twilight and Shining Armour were no longer bumping into Lisa.

She took this as a sign they were nearing Chrysalis.

'Be ready for anything.' Lisa said to her two companions, making sure the safety on her battle rifle was off. The click was largely lost in the confines of the tunnel, drowned out by a soft humming that didn't sound like it was from machinery. More it was from an actual person, humming a song to themselves or someone nearby, and coming from somewhere ahead.

The tunnel came to a corner and from behind it was a green glow, brighter than the surrounding walls.

Lisa slowed her pace, signalling for Twilight and Shining Armour to do the same, then came to a stop just beyond the abrupt turn.

She glanced around it but only saw a long curving wall, part of a bigger chamber.

Situation: unknown number of possible hostiles and the possible presence of a hostage who had to be unharmed. Outlook: not favourable.

Lisa readied her battle rifle then stepped out from behind cover into the massive room. To her left was the wall that curved around in a near perfect circle, the shape only interrupted by the random rock outcropping and stalagmite. Resin covered every square centimetre of space.

In the centre of the room, lying atop a large rock as though it was the most comfortable thing in the world, was an insect like Alicorn, possessing a black exoskeleton and translucent wings with some blue-green material covering its back. The legs, tail and horn of this creature were filled with holes.

Lisa guessed this was Chrysalis, queen of the changelings.

There was a green cocoon on the cave floor in front of Chrysalis, a sluggishly moving figure in it. Cadance, presumably.

Twilight and Shining Armour followed Lisa in, freezing when they saw the changeling queen before jolting into action when they saw Cadance, running towards her.

'Wait.' Lisa tried to say, hoping to stop the two ponies from rushing at the queen. The lack of any obvious traps and with Chrysalis simply lying in the open made no sense unless of course, there was an unseen defensive mechanism.

As it turned out, there was.

Once Twilight and Shining Armour got close enough, a glowing green barrier suddenly appeared in front of them, flinging both backwards the moment they made contact with enough force that they almost hit the wall behind them, nearly twenty metres away.

Lisa moved towards them, already trying to spot any injuries on either pony but saw none, as Chrysalis let out a laugh. From inside the green cocoon, Cadance let out a whimper of pain.

'You okay?' Lisa asked as Twilight sat up, rubbing her head.

'Yeah.' she said.

Shining Armour got to his hooves wordlessly, glaring at Chrysalis who just gave him a simpering smile back.

Lisa stood as well, walking forwards slowly until she reached the spot where the barrier had first appeared. She reached out with one hand, palm first, and encountered a firm resistance accompanied by a green glow surrounding her outstretched hand. It was either magic in nature or possessed an EMP effect because it shorted out her shields the moment her hand made contact.

She withdrew her hand and allowed her shields to recharge, stepping back as Twilight and Shining Armour stepped forward.

'Chrysalis.' Twilight said, venom in her voice. 'Why have you kidnapped Cadance?'

'Why else?' Chrysalis said. Her voice was more relaxed but sounded like there were two voices speaking just out of sync with each other. 'Love.'

'Give her back.' Shining Armour said, walking right up to the invisible barrier.

'Come and take her if you want.' Chrysalis said, remaining on her rock. If anything, the queen changeling looked amused rather than worried as she kept her gaze on the stallion and his sister. Aside from an initial cursory glance at Lisa, Chrysalis had ignored the Spartan completely.

Lisa scanned the rest of the room, looking for a possible way to get around the barrier. She briefly turned back to Shining Armour as he threw himself at the barrier, gaining nothing but a trip through the air backwards as a reward for his troubles. She tracked his flight then looked at Twilight, shrugged, and went back to looking for a way to get to Chrysalis.

'You could help, you know.' Twilight hissed at Lisa as her brother rejoined her. 'Rather than just standing there.'

'I cannot get past that barrier.' Lisa said. 'It blocks anyone trying to walk through it. So I'm looking for other means of getting past it.' She looked at Twilight. 'But if you've got a better plan on how to get past it, don't keep it to yourself. Shining Armour can't keep throwing himself at the barrier, only to fly backwards all day.'

She resumed her search as Twilight gritted her teeth but saw no obvious holes or crevices that she could fit through, nor did she know for sure if they'd take her past the barrier. She didn't even know how big the barrier was or how much of the room it covered.

Stepping forward, Lisa placed her hand on the barrier and began walking along it, leaving behind a trail of green that dissipated after a few seconds.

Chrysalis looked at her with that same amused expression as she did, letting out another laugh as both Shining Armour and Twilight tried to breach the barrier, only to get the same results as they had before.

Lisa came to a halt before the two as they tried to catch their breath. The barrier was circular, completely surrounding Chrysalis and extended ten metres from her position.

'Next bright idea?' Lisa asked.

Twilight didn't answer, simply getting to her hooves as her horn began glowing. There was a bright flash of light and the Alicorn disappeared, only to reappear a few feet away as a massive green flash came from the barrier accompanied by a loud bang and shockwave, powerful enough to dislodge a few rocks from the ceiling.

Lisa tracked one as it fell down and rolled towards Chrysalis. When it reached the invisible line that defined the barrier's edge, she expected it to bounce off or come to a halt. Instead it kept rolling, unopposed.

A cackle came from Chrysalis as Twilight staggered upright, as did a scream of pain from Cadance inside her cocoon.

'Did I forget to mention that no living creature can get past that barrier?' Chrysalis said, almost mockingly. 'And that it also repels anypony who tries to use magic to get inside?' Another laugh.

Lisa ignored her, picking up another rock that the blast had knocked loose. She hefted it and tossed the lump in a flat arc. It sailed past where the barrier should be and came to a skittering halt beside Chrysalis.

Non-organic items could make it past the barrier?

'Why is Cadance screaming like that?' Shining Armour demanded.

'She's the one powering that barrier.' Chrysalis said. 'It's drains her power a little, keeping it up, and causes some mild discomfort. Nothing debilitating, just enough that she can't ignore it. But when somepony tries to get through, or attempts to teleport past, the power needed spikes. As does the pain.

'And with each passing moment, her body becomes that bit weaker.'

That explained why the power levels the _Shadow Boxer _had detected were weakening.

'I do wonder how long she'll last.' Chrysalis continued. 'Her body is strong, as is her magic, but neither can last forever. It'll be a shame to no longer be able to feed off her love for the three of you but, by then, I should be the most powerful being in all of Equestria.'

'Cadance has never met the Chief.' Twilight said, somewhat confused. 'How can she love her?'

'That machine?' Chrysalis said, looking plainly at the Spartan who stared back, rifle cradled in her arms. 'Cadance doesn't love it, or her as you said. No. Her love is more... _paternal _in nature.'

'What?' Shining Armour whispered. 'She's...?'

Chrysalis nodded. 'Pregnant. But I'm afraid you won't be able to meet your foal. Cadance's body will have given out long before then.'

Shining Armour stumbled backwards, thrown off guard by Chrysalis's revelation and her follow up comment, then composed himself before launching himself at the barrier yet again, achieving the same results yet again.

He picked himself up from the floor and prepared to charge the barrier again when Lisa held up her hand and yelled, 'Enough.' She lowered her hand when both Twilight and Shining Armour stopped to look at her. 'We can't get past that barrier, no matter how hard we try. Living organisms just bounce off and it blocks anyone trying to teleport past it. Every attempt places further strain on Cadance's body, putting her and the foal at risk.'

'But we have to get her back!' Shining Armour all but yelled. 'How can we do that if we don't try?'

'You've tried.' Lisa said. 'I haven't.' She glanced at Chrysalis who remained perched on the same rock, Cadance wrapped in a cocoon in front of her, then turned her attention to Twilight. 'As the queen of the changelings, what does Chrysalis do? Does she direct them through a kind of hive intelligence or is she more akin to a queen bee, the one who produces more changelings but doesn't have that much control over them?'

'I-I don't know.' Twilight said. 'She acts like a queen, directing the changelings to do things, but they have their own personalities and have to be given orders so I don't think they have a hive intelligence.'

'And if she were to be somehow removed, what would that do to the changelings?'

Twilight shrugged.

'I see.' Lisa said. She turned to face Chrysalis fully then before anyone could say anything, she raised her battle rifle and fired, putting a trio of bullets into the changeling queen's right out in a burst of suppressed gunfire.

Green blood spurted from the wound and fell to the floor, staining the rocks.

Despite the loss of one eye and one or more bullets now lodged in her brain, Chrysalis remained upright so Lisa drilled another three bullets into her head, striking the exact same spot.

This time, the bullets exploded out the back of Chrysalis's head.

She remained upright for a second longer then slumped to the floor dead, blood dribbling from both her wounds.

Lisa drew her pistol and warily approached the queen, nudged her with one foot to make sure she was dead, then drew her knife and used it to free Cadance from her cocoon. Green fluid spilled out, preceding Cadance by a scant second, and spread out to join Chrysalis's blood in staining the cave floor.

The Spartan placed a hand on Cadance's neck, feeling for a pulse. It was weak and rapid, but it was there.

The Alicorn coughed, spitting out some of the fluid, then opened her eyes. They were unfocused and the pupils were uneven. Concussion, most likely, or just dazed from her bout in the cocoon and having Chrysalis feed off her love.

However that worked.

Lisa stepped away and allowed Shining Armour and Twilight a chance to check over Cadance before drawing her battle rifle as screamed hisses resonated throughout the chamber they were in.

A rock formed in Lisa's stomach.

'Grab her and let's go.' She said to the two ponies. 'I think we've got hostiles inbound.'

Shining Armour didn't have to told twice, grabbing Cadance and placing her onto his back, then followed Lisa as she sprinted to the tunnel they had come out of.
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It was harder going up than it was going down. They were climbing the steep slopes rather than sliding down them, a difficult task if everyone had been awake and able to make it up them without help. But Cadance was still out of it, now making vague articulations that made no sense to anyone, and hampering Shining Armour's progress and, by extension, everyone else's.

Lisa had paused long enough to use some rope to tie her as securely as she could to the unicorn's back but she couldn't tie it tight enough without hurting one or the other.

Behind them was a mass of changelings, all screaming at them as they gave chase. It was only down to luck and the twisting turns of the tunnels that they hadn't caught up yet, but that luck was running out.

Twice Lisa had felt a hoof smack into her back and twice she had driven her elbow into the owner's face, cracking the changeling's skull. They needed to get out of here or at least, get to where the C7 explosive was set up.

'Faster!' Lisa shouted over the din of the changelings, their hisses echoing up and down the tunnel and making seem like the tunnel itself was angry at them.

They were in a relatively shallow stretch and all three were flat out running, the sounds of their footsteps buried beneath the changelings as they approached. Lisa spotted a narrowing of the passage up ahead and recognised it as where she had placed the explosives.

A quick glance over her shoulder revealed that the changelings were less than ten metres behind them and closing the gap quickly.

'Faster would be better!' Lisa yelled. 'Get past that bit up ahead and run straight for the exit.'

The two ponies put on an extra burst of speed and managed to duck under the low overhang of rock. Lisa sprinted as fast as she could, gouging holes in the cave floor before coming to a skidding halt next to the timer set into the hardened C7 foam. She twisted the dial to the ten second mark then activated it, running away from the device as it began ticking and changelings came within scant metres.

Lisa ran as fast as she could, ignoring the changelings at her back, then prepared as best she could for the incoming detonation.

There was a massive bang that sent dust, rocks and a good number of body parts flying past Lisa, some of which collided with her and drained her shields by a quarter, but it was the shockwave that depleted the rest and knocked her to the ground.

She bounced along the tunnel floor, colliding with the walls, then came to rough halt a dozen metres along the path. Her ears were ringing and there was a dull ache in her back other than that, Lisa was green.

Where the explosive had been set up was now a cave in, rubble blocking the route. Underneath a few rocks, the Spartan saw the hoof of a changeling and spreading out from it was a growing puddle of blood.

On her side of the cave in were five changelings, all of which were alive.

They seemed dazed and disorientated but as they got up and saw Lisa, hisses escaped from their mouths and they made a move for her.

She calmly raised her battle rifle and pulled the trigger.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** near the Crystal Empire, inside the Crystal Forests. 1814 Hours, December 11, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa walked out of the caves, dusting herself down, and emerged back into the Crystal Forests.

The sun had set long ago and the moon was out, hanging low in the air as millions of stars twinkled all around it.

It made a welcoming change from rocks.

Picking her rucksack up, Lisa saw that the nine ponies were sat in a rough semi-circle, watching her. Cadance was still riding the boundary between being alert and being dazed, and lying next to her husband.

Lisa looked back at the ponies, swapping her nearly empty magazine for a fresh one.

'What?' she said.
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'What?' Lisa said again as none of the ponies made a single noise, their gazes still locked onto the Spartan as she clamped her battle rifle into place and brushed an errant speck of rubble from one of the pouches on her chest.

Fluttershy tried to say something but only succeeded in opening her mouth before shutting it again, turning away from Lisa. Rarity had a similar expression, moving her eyes off the Spartan.

Lisa looked over the ponies again then glanced over her shoulder at the cave's opening. No hisses could be heard coming from it anymore. She turned back to the crowd.

'You killed her.' Twilight finally whispered. 'Y-You killed Chrysalis.'

'Yes.' Lisa said as she folded her arms across her chest and regarded the Alicorn. 'Not the first thing I've killed. Won't be the last.'

'She wasn't a thing!' Applejack snapped, making Lisa glance her way. 'Chrysalis was a living, breathing, thinking creature. Ya'll had no right taking that away from her.'

'I was supposed to let Cadance and her unborn foal die instead?' Lisa said, gesturing with her chin at the pink Alicorn. She was still out of it, her vague articulations now somewhat clearer but still the ramblings of someone who was either drunk, under the influence of a power anaesthetic, or suffering from a mild head injury.

'We could have rescued them both without... without killing Chrysalis!' Shining Armour shouted.

Lisa slowly rotated her head to face the unicorn. 'And how would you have gone about that?' she asked. 'That barrier was impenetrable to living organisms and it repelled magic, preventing either you or your sister from gaining access. So tell me how you would have gotten past it in time to save your wife.'

'I don't know.' The unicorn said. 'But I wouldn't have killed anypony to do it.'

'I see.' Lisa said. 'And if you were to have come up with a plan to rescue Cadance, I'm sure it would have drawn on all your past experiences rescuing hostages from well fortified enemy positions where they were protected by an impenetrable barrier. Right?'

'I would have come up with something!' Shining Armour said. 'If not me, then Twilli would have.'

'You sure about that?' Lisa said. 'Because from the sounds of things, Chrysalis is learning from her mistakes. She kidnapped Cadance, whose talent is spreading love, rather than you to feed on, and didn't tell you where she was hiding, most likely to prevent a repeat of what happened during her second attempted uprising. I can only assume the barrier was a last minute afterthought to counteract any rescue plan you might come up with.'

'So?' Rainbow Dash said. 'I bet we could have gotten past it somehow.'

'But how?' Lisa said to the Pegasus. 'No living thing could get past it and any attempt at using magic was blocked, not to mention placing further strain on Cadance.'

The Alicorn in question let out a soft uh-huh at the mention of her name, though whether this was in support of Lisa or simply because her name had been spoken remained unclear as she lapsed back into letting our murmurs as she leant against Shining Armour.

'I didn't see any cracks or opening behind the barrier to crawl down.' Lisa continued. 'The few cracks I did see were too small for any of you to fit into.'

'We could have dug down.' Pinkie said.

Lisa looked down at the ground, trying to guess where the chamber Chrysalis had resided in would be located but even with her enhanced memory and experiences in the tunnels, she couldn't even hope to come close. She didn't even know how deep underground it was.

She let out a sigh. 'No. You couldn't.'

'At least we would have been trying a method that doesn't get somepony killed.' Twilight yelled at the Spartan, rising from her position to march up to Lisa. 'How could you just do something like that?'

'She posed a threat.' Lisa said as though it were obvious, craning her head down to look at Twilight who was craning hers upwards to meet Lisa's faceless helmet. 'Both in the short and long term.'

'What?!'

Lisa took a calming breath before continuing. 'Twice Chrysalis has tried to take control of Equestria and twice she was defeated. If you had managed to defeat her this time without killing her, who's to say she won't try it a fourth time? Or a fifth? And if I hadn't been here, you'd all still be searching for her and Cadance. Then it wouldn't be a question of how long until we find her, but how long until she drains Cadance of every last scrap of energy she has and how quickly Equestria would fall beneath her.

'By killing Chrysalis, I removed a possible future threat to Equestria _and _saved a mare and her unborn foal.' Lisa kept her arms folded as Twilight and the others tried to find fault with her logic.

She was right, in a way. Chrysalis had posed a recurring threat to Equestria and if it hadn't been for Lisa and the _Shadow Boxer, _Cadance would have never been found and most likely be dead long before they could even search a tenth of the surrounding countryside or Equestria. By the time they did find the Alicorn, it would have been too late.

'Ya still killed somepony.' Applejack said. 'That's never right, no matter how ya look at it.'

'So Cadance's life, and that of her foal, is worth less than someone who kidnaps others and tries to overthrow regimes whilst feeling no shred of remorse doing either of those things?' Lisa said.

'All life is equal.' Twilight said. 'No matter what a pony may have done.'

'Is that the rationalisation you would have used whilst Chrysalis drained her to the point of death?' Lisa asked, looking down on Twilight. 'Would that notion of all life being equally valuable felt right as you watched the last traces of Cadance fade away, taken by Chrysalis so that she can rule Equestria after taking it by force? Would it?'

Twilight opened and closed her mouth several times, glancing back at Cadance, but made no retaliatory comment. No one did.

'I thought so.' Lisa said to them all before looking back at Twilight, her expression softening a little. 'It's like I said in Ponyville. I don't kill indiscriminately or for no reason. I only kill something if there's no other alternative.'

'You knew she kills things?' Shining Armour whispered to his sister as Lisa looked for a rock to sit on. He turned to the others. 'Did any of you know?'

They shook their heads as Lisa sat down on a rock, its surface worn smooth by years of wind and erosion. She clasped her hands together, watching the ponies as they began grilling Twilight.

'Why didn't you say anything, Twilight?' Fluttershy said.

'I didn't know how you'd all respond.' she said. 'I was worried you'd treat the Chief differently.'

'We'd have responded better knowing ahead of time she kills things.' Applejack said. 'Twi, why didn't ya tell us sooner? Friends don't keep things like that from each other.'

'I'm sorry.' Twilight whispered.

'And what about you?' Fluttershy said to Lisa, her usually timid and quiet voice taking on an angry undertone as the Pegasus marched up to the Spartan. 'Are you sorry for killing Chrysalis and trapping all those changelings underground?'

'No.' Lisa said.

'And why not?'

'They were alien.' Lisa said. 'I have no problems about killing aliens or leaving them to starve to death, especially if they've tried to hurt myself or innocent civilians.'

'Fluttershy, wait.' Twilight said, trying to dissuade her friend as her face became more livid and the Pegasus took flight, bringing her eye to eye with Lisa.

'How dare you.' Fluttershy said. 'Just because they're alien to you doesn't mean they don't have a right to be free. You should go back and release them all from that cave in.'

Something about the look Fluttershy was giving her caused a mild headache to spring up at the base of Lisa's head while combat instincts were making noises about being threatened. She checked her hand as it twitched to go for her pistol and stood up, once again towering over the mare.

'No.' Lisa said coldly to Fluttershy, her tone making the Pegasus let out a timid shriek of fear as her face took on a more fearful expression. 'I don't take my orders from you. You're not my commanding officer. You're not even human.' She fixed the pony with a glare of her own who seemed to shrink beneath it. 'Aliens killed my parents. Aliens glassed my home planet. Aliens have started a war of extermination against humanity. All I've ever know is that if it's alien, it's hostile. So tell me why I should give a damn about alien insects that tried to kill not just me, but three of your friends?'

For the second time that day, no one made a retaliatory comment, lapsing into stunned silence. Even Cadance said nothing.

'There is such a thing as killing for the greater good.' Lisa said. 'It may not seem like a nice concept to you but believe me, there will be things that won't go away and the only way to stop them is by killing them. Today was one such instance.

She didn't wait for them to say anything back, drawing her battle rifle and heading for the tree line in one fluid movement.

The trees swallowed her and soon the ponies were lost to sight and sound.

**Spartan-A196, inside the Crystal Forests. 2135 Hours, December 11, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

'_Spartan, your mission is to make friends with the Equestrians.' _Colbert said as Lisa headed south. _'Not get into arguments or deride them.'_

'It's a secondary objective, ma'am.' Lisa said, jumping down from the trunk of an uprooted tree. 'My primary mission here is to seek out and destroy Insurrection strongholds. Diplomacy is not the priority, nor am I trained or suited to carry it out.' She stepped around a murky puddle. 'I hold a certain amount of animosity towards anything alien, hostile or otherwise.'

'_Don't we all, Spartan?' _Colbert said. She sighed. '_Look. I know it's not an ideal situation for you to be playing ambassador for humanity but we can't send anyone else down there without compromising our position. We still don't know if there's an Insurrection presence on the planet.'_

'How much of the planet have you scanned?' Lisa asked.

'_Just Equestria, so far.' _Colbert said. '_We'll be moving onto the other landmasses within a day or two.'_

'Understood.' Lisa said. 'Orders, ma'am? Shall I keep searching for the Innies or try to make amends with the Equestrians?'

'_Your call, Spartan.' _Colbert said. '_Contact has been made and once the brass knows about this place, they'll send a more official response to meet with the Equestrian rulers so you don't have to interact with them that much anymore. On the other hand, if we find Insurrectionist outposts on another continent, you may have to ask them for a lift. Unless you'd prefer to swim.'_

'No, ma'am.' Lisa said. She sidestepped around a rock then jumped a chasm, landing with a soft thud on the other side. 'I'll walk back to Ponyville and look for Innie outposts on the way but if you haven't seen any from orbit, I doubt there are any. Plus, the time it'll take me will give everyone a chance to calm down.'

'_You're not calm already, Spartan?'_

'I am, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'It's the Equestrians I'm thinking of. They didn't seem too happy to find out that I kill things, and things didn't improve when they found out that Twilight Sparkle neglected to tell them once she found out. They could do with a few days to let everything sink in.'

'_Very well, Spartan._' Colbert said. '_We'll begin scanning the rest of Faustia soon and contact you if we find anything.'_

'Understood, Commander.' Lisa said.

The channel went dead, leaving Lisa to trudge through the forests without distraction.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, near the Everfree Forest. 1417 Hours, December 15, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa's second walk into Ponyville unaccompanied was less daunting than her first. She knew the town wasn't in league with the Insurrectionists and that the ponies who lived there knew her by sight and wouldn't freak out like the Crystal Ponies had, but this time she was walking into it with the possibility of everyone knowing she had killed Chrysalis.

It all depended on whether Twilight and the others had returned from the Crystal Empire and whether they felt Ponyville should know of what Lisa had done.

She clamped her battle rifle into place on her back and picked up a trail that would take her into the centre of town and the library.

There were a few ponies on the road as well who gave the Spartan awkward looks or hurried past her, those with children pulling them close.

Lisa took this as a sign that either Twilight or one of the others had told the rest of Ponyville what happened in the caves beneath the Crystal Forests. She mentally shrugged.

Overhead, far beyond the sight of anyone planetside, the _Shadow Boxer _had started its search of the other continents of Faustia after Equestria proved to be devoid of an Insurrectionist presence. That being said, the prowler had detected a faint and garbled transmission on known human frequencies. It was too unintelligible to make anything clear out but too coherent to be a random burst of energy.

If there was an Insurrection base somewhere on the planet, Lisa would need a means of getting there and as she lacked a Pelican or Falcon, a boat would be the next best thing. And as with the Pelican and Falcon, she didn't have one. That meant asking the Equestrians nicely to give her a lift or to stow away on a boat heading to where she needed to go or near enough that walking there would take weeks rather than months.

The library door opened noiselessly as Lisa pushed it, ducking under the low doorframe into the main section of the tree-turned-home/place of work.

Inside there were one or two ponies browsing for books but they quickly made an excuse and left once they took notice of Lisa.

She watched them go as Twilight descended from the upper level.

'Chief.' She said. 'Uh, hi.'

'Ma'am.' Lisa said, looking past the Alicorn to her living area. There was a large trunk half filled with clothes and books sitting on top of her bed, Spike occasionally putting another item into it and reading from a list he held. Looking back at Twilight, Lisa added, 'How's Cadance?'

'Fine. Fine.' Twilight said, remaining on the stairs. 'The doctors said Chrysalis didn't do any permanent harm and that the foal wasn't hurt. She'll be back to normal in a few more days. Until then, she's confined to her bed.'

Silence fell over the library, Twilight looking down at her hooves as she trailed one across the wooden floor and Lisa standing at parade rest, watching the Alicorn intently. The only sound that could be heard was Spike muttering to himself as he went through his list.

'I, um, I wanted to say thank you, Chief, for saving Cadance.' Twilight finally said. 'You were right. We wouldn't have found until it was too late if you hadn't been there.' Her eyes flickered to the battle rifle on Lisa's back. 'It's just... _how _you did it that I'm having problems coming to terms with.'

'You don't have to.' Lisa said. 'You can call it a clash of cultures, if you want. You're used to dealing with things in a diplomatic and non-lethal manner, I'm not afraid to get my hands dirty and take more direct action. Both cultures have different ideas on what can be consider as an appropriate course of action. This won't be the first clash and it won't be the last.'

'I know.' Twilight said, sitting down. 'It's just, I never expected to see somepony take a life.'

'Let's hope it's the last.' Lisa said before changing the subject. Twilight seemed less than happy talking about killing. 'Are you going somewhere?'

'Yes.' she said, her demeanour changing, becoming more upbeat. 'Princess Celestia is sending me to the Griffin Kingdom in the east as an envoy. She wants to try and improve our trade relationships and to see about opening our cultures up. We know hardly anything about the Griffin culture and she doesn't think it would be right to know more about an alien's society than one that's on our planet.'

'When are you going?'

'Well, the ship leaves for the Griffin Kingdom in a week but it'll take about two days to get there so, five days?' Twilight said. 'It'll be me, Spike and a few members of the Royal Guard.'

Lisa mentally called up the overhead images of Faustia and the landmass to their west. It was around twenty percent bigger than Equestria but mostly flat and covered in forests with the occasional mountain thrown in. There were several cities large enough for the prowler to spot without zooming in too much, all clustered along the coast.

'How long will you be there for?' Lisa asked as Twilight came down off the stairs and began searching through all the books the library possessed.

'A few weeks or so.' Twilight said. A dozen books floated from their spots on the shelves and went upstairs. More followed. 'But really, it'll end as soon as we can convince the Griffin King to start trading with us more.'

The Spartan nodded. She recalled the overheads again and thought of the garbled transmission the _Shadow Boxer _had picked up. It was definitely not random, meaning it had to come from somewhere and seeing as Equestria had no other human presence save for Lisa, that meant her search would have to be conducted elsewhere.

But to get elsewhere, she would have to cross an ocean half the width of the Atlantic Ocean back on Earth.

'Would it be possible for me to go with you?' She asked as Twilight sent more books upstairs for Spike to pack away, including several comic books for the dragon. One of the books Lisa spotted was called _Love: All You Need to Know. _She discarded the book from her mind and focused back on Twilight as she paused, thinking.

'I guess you could come with us.' The Alicorn said. 'You are a kind of diplomat for humanity. It wouldn't hurt to meet the other kingdoms of Faustia.'

'Thank you, ma'am.' Lisa said. She left Twilight to continue packing and headed into the countryside where she could radio the _Shadow Boxer_ and inform Commander Colbert of her plans.

She agreed and Lisa headed back into town, resigning herself to five more days of monotony in Ponyville before heading out to the Griffin Kingdom. She hoped that the prowler could find more concrete evidence of an Insurrection presence than just star coordinates and a garbled transmission.


	11. Chapter 11
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Chapter Eleven

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** city of Manehatten, Manehatten docks. 1100 Hours, December 22, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The sounds of masts creaking in the wind and the shouts from sailors as they prepared ships, repaired them, or just lounged around in the midday sun mixed to create an atmosphere that was equal parts hectic and relaxed as Lisa followed Twilight, Spike and their Royal Guard entourage towards one ship in particular, the _Equestrian Trader._

It was a merchant vessel that often sailed up and down the Equestrian coast but was capable of making trans-oceanic voyages to the Griffin Kingdom on occasion. The main deck was abuzz with activity, the crew taking on water and food for the voyage. Lisa thought it odd that a cargo ship was being used to transport them all but looking around the docks, she didn't see any ships as big as or containing more sails that the _Equestrian Trader _so she guessed it was down to the ship's speed that it had been selected.

'I hope I don't have to be a parrot again.' Spike said as the group headed towards the ship, looking up at the masts.

'I'm sure you won't be.' Twilight said as they reached the gangplank. She went to step on when a loud voice called out.

'Never the left hoof.' A weathered Earth pony stallion said from the top of the gangplank, looking down at Twilight with disdain. 'Never step onto a ship with your left hoof.'

Lisa assumed this was the captain of the _Equestrian Trader, _or at least the first mate.

'Why?' Twilight asked, her hoof paused in mid air.

'Bad luck.' The stallion said. His eyes briefly flicked to Lisa but they quickly returned to Twilight. 'Though I doubt it can get much worse with a mare onboard.' He stepped back and allowed the party to come aboard.

They made sure to step on with their right hoof.

On deck, the crew were still stowing and securing cargo and several deckhands came and took possession of the newcomers gear, taking them below decks without being asked. Lisa watched them work, noting that the ship was similar in design to the galleons and East Indiaman ships from the 18th century, a period of time in which piracy had been rife. That being said, she couldn't see any cannons so either there were no pirates on Faustia or they operated away from the _Trader_'s usual routes.

The stallion who had spoken shouted an order to a Pegasus above then headed over to Twilight and the others.

'Name's Sparrow, Captain of the _Equestrian Trader.'_ He said, eyeing them all up. The look of disdain was still there as he swept over Twilight. Another pony, this one a unicorn, came over and joined them. 'This is Moonlight, me first mate.'

'Hello.' Twilight said. 'I'm-'

'I know who ya are, missy.' Sparrow said, cutting her off. 'And don't think I'm chuffed to have ya onboard me ship. Princess or not, yer a mare and mare's bring bad luck on ships. Mark me words.'

'I've been on ships before.' Twilight said as the four Royal Guards exchanged unsure looks. 'I sailed with a Captain Hoofbeard before.'

Sparrow and Moonlight both spat something foul onto the deck, as did everyone in earshot, before carrying on.

'Never. Ever. Speak that blasted pirate's name aboard me ship.' Sparrow said to Twilight, pointing a hoof at her. 'He's ransacked us before and I'm not gonna have some left-hoof leading mare bring anymore bad luck down on us.'

So there were pirates. Maybe Equestria wasn't as peaceful as Lisa had originally thought.

Two of the Royal Guards stepped forward, bringing themselves level with Twilight at Sparrow's outburst, giving the captain harsh looks.

If they bothered the stallion, he gave no sign of it. He just glowered at the two.

'Now, if yer done bringing bad luck to me ship and me crew, we can get underway.' Sparrow said after the two guards backed down. 'It'll take us three weeks to get to the Griffin Kingdom and that's so long as the wind is with us all the way. Until then, yer to stay out of the way of me crew and if me or Moonlight here give yer an order, yer gonna listen and carry it out, missy. Understood?'

Twilight nodded, as did Spike and Lisa.

'Good.' Sparrow said then, to Moonlight, ordered, 'Get us underway, Moonlight. If we're fast, we can catch the trade winds.'

'Aye, Captain.' Moonlight said in a voice that rumbled, barking his own orders to the crew to cast off and make ready the sail.

As he did this, Sparrow cast his eye over Lisa, looking the Spartan up and down with equal parts intrigue and suspicion.

'So what are ya?' he asked. 'Some Diamond Dog that got itself some fancy clothing?'

Lisa just looked at Twilight, jerking her head in Sparrow's direction. 'Hit him.'

A blast of magic later, Sparrow and the rest of the _Trader_'s crew were able to understand the Spartan.

'So I'll ask again.' Sparrow said once the last traces of the spell vanished from the air. 'What are ya?'

'Chief Petty Officer SPARTAN-A196.' Lisa said. 'UNSC Navy.'

'A sailor, eh?' Sparrow said as the _Trader _began moving away from its dock, leaving Manehatten and Equestrian behind. 'Almost makes up for yer being a mare. Almost.'

'No ship I've been on before has sunk.' Lisa said.

'First time for everything.' Sparrow said but his tone carried with it a hint of humour, backed up by a slight smile on his features that was gone as soon as Lisa thought she saw it. 'I take yer not from Equestria or Faustia?'

'No.' Lisa said. 'I'm an alien on this planet, hoping to create diplomatic relations with Equestria and the other kingdoms on Faustia.'

Sparrow's eyebrows shot up in surprise. 'An alien? Bugger me, I thought I'd never see the day. And a sailor, too.' His smile came back, more apparent than before. 'Nice to know we're not alone in the universe. Why don't yer come up to the helm and tell me about the sailors in yer world. Or worlds.'

'What about us?' Twilight asked, gesturing at herself and the Royal Guards as they remained on the deck, unsure of what to do or where to go.

'Moonlight will see to yer.' Sparrow said, waving his first mate over. 'Take missy here and her friends to their quarters, show 'em where everything is.'

'Aye, Captain.' Moonlight said before leading the six ponies and one dragon below decks while Sparrow escorted Lisa to the ship's helm.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** aboard the merchant ship **_**Equestrian Trader**_**, en route to the Griffin Kingdom. 1238 Hours, December 29, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa leaned on the railing at the _Trader_'s prow, watching the horizon as the ship sailed ever onwards towards its final destination of the Griffin Kingdom. The sea was calm but a stiff breeze blew over the ship, getting caught in its sails and propelling the vessel at a decent pace according to Sparrow.

The Earth pony had taken to Lisa the most, greeting her more warmly than Twilight, Spike or the Royal Guards, and had let her take the helm for a short while, jokingly stating that he'd make a proper sailor out of her yet after learning Lisa didn't usually help run the ship she was on but was more of a passenger.

Twilight wasn't given quite as much attention, often left to her own devices provided they didn't interfere with the running of the ship. Two of the Royal Guards became heavily seasick with an hour of setting sail and were frequently rushing to the side to throw up into the ocean, earning plenty of scorn from the _Trader_'s crew, while the last two, both Pegasi, had taken to flying ahead of the ship to spot any bad weather or pirates. The crew reciprocated, often inviting both to games of cards or giving them mugs of grog at night.

Behind her, Lisa heard one of the Royal Guards heave his lunch into the water below, followed by several laughs from some nearby crew. She then heard someone approach her, most likely Twilight from the softness of the hoofsteps.

'Hey, Chief.' She said, joining Lisa in looking out over the rail at the sea.

'Ma'am.' Lisa said. 'How are you finding life onboard?'

'Boring.' Twilight said. 'I've read all of my books at least once. I never knew sailing could be this monotonous.'

'You get used to it.' Lisa said, thinking back to her time on the _Shadow Boxer _when it travelled through Slipspace. The prowler didn't have any cryo systems, meaning she had to find ways of entertaining herself during the month long trips.

'Do sailors where you come from have superstitions about sailing?' Twilight asked after a long pause.

'Some.' Lisa said. 'I don't have any that I can think of.'

'But you're not a sailor like Sparrow is, or Hoofbeard.' Twilight whispered the pirate's name, lest she gain the ire of any nearby crew. Every time she mentioned his name, they would spit on the deck and glare at her. 'You work on land, not ships.'

'Still a sailor.'

Twilight sighed and rested her head on the wooden railing. 'Why did Sparrow warm up to you like he has? Did I say or do something wrong?'

'Not to my knowledge, ma'am.' Lisa said. She shifted and sat on the railing, looking out over the _Trader _and her crew as they checked the rigging and sails. 'Though you did sail with a pirate that raided Sparrow in the past and in the captain's eyes, you're guilty by association. That, and Sparrow's not too happy about having female passengers onboard. It is a superstition he holds close.'

'But we haven't had any bad luck.' Twilight pointed out.

'Not yet, anyway.' A nearby deckhand muttered as he scrubbed the deck. 'Still got two weeks left afore we reach land.'

Twilight shot the sailor a withering glare over her shoulder before turning back to the open sea.

'You can't expect everyone to treat you nicely everywhere you go.' Lisa said as the Alicorn's expression soured. 'People are going to dislike you for reasons beyond your control. This happens to be one such occasion. The only thing you can do is try to not dwell on it. Sparrow's unlikely to change. Same for his crew.'

It did little to raise Twilight's spirits and she let out an exasperated groan and let her head drop to the railing, only to raise it when a shout went up from the masthead.

'Sail, ho!' the pony stationed there called out, pointing to starboard where the faint white shape of another ship's sails could be seen.

Lisa dashed below decks and retrieved her battle rifle, making for the helm where Sparrow and Moonlight were. She raised the weapon and used its scope to get a better look at the incoming ship.

It looked like the _Trader _but with more sails and a shorter hull. Atop the mast where the Equestrian flag should be was a skull and cross bones on a black background.

'Pirates.' Lisa said to Sparrow, making the captain spit in disgust.

'Knew bad luck had to strike sometime.' He muttered. 'Bucking mares on me ship.'

'Orders, Captain?' Moonlight asked from the helm as the crew of the _Trader _began crowding by the side, watching the approaching ship.

'Unfurl everything.' Sparrow said. 'Put the wind to our backs.'

'Aye, Captain.' Moonlight said then shouted to the crew, 'Full sail! Give me every ounce of speed she's got!'

The crew ran to carry out Moonlight's orders, shoving Twilight and the Royal Guards roughly aside.

'Get yer flank below deck, missy.' Sparrow shouted to the princess. 'Can't be doing with civvies like yerself getting in the way with pirates on our tail.'

'But-' Twilight tried to say but Sparrow cut her off.

'No buts, missy.' He said. 'So long as yer on me ship, yer taking orders from me. Now either get outta the way or learn how to work the rigging and sail.' He turned to Lisa. 'Got a rangefinder in that thing, sailor?'

'Yes, sir.' Lisa said. 'Enemy vessel three kilometres off our stern and closing.'

'Keep yer eye on it.'

'Aye, Captain.'

The _Trader _came to port, fully catching the wind in all her sails and her speed increased.

'How we looking, Spartan?' Sparrow asked as he cast a worried eye on the pirate ship. It didn't seem to be getting any smaller. 'We losing 'em?'

'Negative.' Lisa said. 'They're still closing the gap. Estimate they'll catch up to us inside of thirty minutes.' She lowered her rifle. 'What kind of armaments does the _Trader _carry? Anything or nothing?'

Sparrow shook his head. 'Nought but swords that haven't seen the light of day in over a year. Been meaning to get 'em seen to but never got round to it.'

'You've got thirty minutes.' Lisa said, taking the helm from Moonlight. 'I'll try to keep the wind in our sails for as long as I can. Get those swords sorted and get the crew ready to repel boarders.'

'What makes ya think ya can give me orders?' Sparrow asked. 'On me own ship an' all?'

'Nothing.' Lisa said. 'But this way, you can make sure your crew is doing everything correctly and provide a morale boost. They'd respond better to you than to me.'

'Fair point.' Sparrow said. 'Alright, Spartan. Keep them blasted pirates away for as long as ya can.'

'Aye, Captain.'

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** aboard the merchant ship **_**Equestrian Trader**_**, en route to the Griffin Kingdom. 1310 Hours, December 29, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

'Hands to action stations!' Moonlight bellowed as he struck the ship's bell. 'Hands to action stations! All hands, stand by to repel boarders.'

The _Equestrian Trader _had managed to avoid the incoming pirates for close to thirty-five minutes and in that time, the crew had been issued with a cutlass each that they had spent the last half an hour sharpening and practising with.

Lisa was stood on the helm next to Sparrow and Moonlight, her hands empty, silently watching the pirate ship draw closer.

'You ever done stuff like this, Spartan?' Sparrow asked.

'Yes.' She said.

'Oh, good.'

Twilight, Spike and the Royal Guards were all below decks, secured in their quarters with orders to stay there no matter what and only come out if Lisa or Sparrow told them to.

Lisa rolled her shoulders and eyes the top deck of the pirate ship. It was brimming with ponies, all wearing mismatched clothing and headgear, and carrying swords of their own. Would they try to overpower the crew via non-lethal measures or were they like the pirates from Earth's past, liable to strike down and kill anyone who got in their way?

If they did the former, Lisa would refrain from drawing her knife or guns and use her fists instead, merely knocking the would-be boarders out. But if they intentionally killed one of the _Trader_'s crew, or tried to deliberately kill her, then the Spartan wouldn't refrain from doing what she had trained to do.

The ship came alongside the _Trader _and the captain of it, a scraggly looking Pegasus with his mane tied into braids, called out to the crew of the _Trader._

'Ahoy there, sailor!' he yelled over the clamour of his own crew. 'We're looking to board you and take everything of value. Let us do it without resistance and nopony gets hurt.'

'Not a chance, ya blasted scum!' Sparrow shouted back. 'We've been charted by her Majesty Princess Celestia herself to ferry Princess Twilight Sparkle on a diplomatic mission. Ya'd be makin' a huge mistake if ya tried boarding us.'

'Likely story.' The Pegasus said. 'More likely one is that you're carrying shiny things for the Griffins. And I happen to like shiny things. So tell your crew to stand down and we avoid unpleasantness. On the off chance you're telling the truth, we'll hold Sparkler for ransom instead.'

'Yer gonna do no such thing.' Sparrow shouted. He looked over the pirate ship, paying particular attention to the sails then said to Lisa, 'Spartan, if yer feeling adventurous, do ya reckon ya can set their mainsail ablaze? It'd give the blasted scum a reason to go back to their ship and give us a speed advantage to make a run for it.'

Lisa looked at the sail as well but her eyes were drawn to the very top of the mast and the beam that carried the main sail, paying particular attention to where they met. Her thoughts drifted to the cans of C7 foam still in her pack.

'Aye, Captain.' She said. 'Consider it done.'

'Last chance.' The pirate captain called out. 'Let us onboard willingly and no harm will come to any of you.'

'Scum!' Sparrow shouted back, earning a cheer of approval from the _Trader_'s crew.

'So be it.' The pirate captain brought his ship closer to Sparrow's and his crew took this as a sign to throw grappling hooks onto it, locking both ships together and narrowing the gap the non-Pegasi crew members would have to jump. They gave a massive roar and charged onto the _Equestrian Trader, _cutlasses held high.

'When you see me jump from the mast, pull away from their ship as best you can.' Lisa said to Sparrow who merely nodded before the Spartan jumped down from the helm and onto the top deck, landing amid a dozen individual swordfights as the pirates clashed with their more respectable counterparts, uttering the Equestrian version of curses and swears as Lisa ducked and weaved between them, often laying out the pirates with a swift punch or head butt.

One particularly massive stallion, an Earth pony with a garish red bandana fixed atop his head, lumbered to stand between Lisa and the pirate ship, a cutlass clenched in his mouth.

'Stand fast, ya whatever it is ya are.' He said, barely understandable between talking past the sword and over the sounds of battle. 'Lest ye taste the cold steel of me blade.'

Lisa just stopped and stared at the pony, waiting for him to move. When he did, it was clumsy and easy to dodge, and she quickly repositioned herself so that she was behind the stallion and unleashed a merciless kick between the pony's hind legs.

He let out a choked squeak and the sword dropped from his mouth.

'Me buoys.' He gasped before slumping to the deck, writhing in pain, but Lisa was already moving onto the pirate ship, jumping the gap between it and the _Trader _with ease.

She delivered an uppercut to one Pegasus that tried to stop her and punched another Earth pony in the head, knocking both out cold, then ran for the rigging that would take her to her intended destination.

Two Pegasi saw her move up them and peeled off from their attacks to try and engage her but were unable to do little more than momentarily slow and distract Lisa, breaking off to resume their earlier sword duels.

Lisa managed to get onto the very top of the mast and dropped to a half crouch, quickly making her way to the centre where she pulled out the second of her four cans of C7, emptying its contents onto the wood where the support beam for the sail met the main mast before sticking the detonator into the quickly hardening surface, giving herself a full minute before it detonated.

A blur of feathers and cutlass came swooping up at her, cackling like a mad man. Lisa looked and saw it was the pirate captain, shouting something at her.

'How dare you do that to Barnacle, you mechanical monster, you!' he shouted, waving his cutlass at the Spartan.

It came nowhere near her and Lisa, still holding the now empty bottle of C7 and mindful of the timer, threw it at the Pegasus. They connected and the flying pony dropped from their air to the deck below.

Lisa jumped down after him.

When her boots made contact with the deck, her weight and speed combined to send the Spartan breaking through the wood into the deck below. She rolled and was back on her feet within a second, sprinting for the steps that would take her back above.

Already shouts of alarm were filtering down through the hatch and Lisa's newly created hole as Sparrow and his crew freed the _Trader _from the pirate ship and began pulling away, the merchant captain following Lisa's orders perfectly.

She emerged onto the top deck to see the _Equestrian Trader _was already pulling away and as there was no one at the helm of the pirate ship, they weren't being followed. She ran for the railing and used her augmented strength to propel herself as far into the air as she could manage but it wasn't enough, and soon Lisa saw the side of the _Trader _rise up to meet her when a rope suddenly appeared before her eyes. She grabbed it.

'Heave!' Moonlight bellowed from above.

Instantly the rope went taught and Lisa found herself flying upwards, back onto the _Equestrian Trader_'s top deck where a number of the pirates, including the Earth pony she had kicked in the groin, were under the watchful eyes of Sparrow's crew. She landed as gracefully as she could manage then turned to watch the pirate ship, mentally counting down.

When she reached zero, the C7 exploded and sent the top of the mast and the sail it carried flying in all directions, coating everything with a liberal coating of splinters and tatters of sail. More importantly, the majority of the pirate's sail had been destroyed and their speed badly compromised.

'I take back.' Sparrow said as he joined Lisa by the railing. 'Yer one heck of a sailor, Spartan.'

'Thank you, sir.' Lisa said as the _Equestrian Trader _began leaving the damaged pirate ship behind, prompting a cheer from the crew.

Sparrow patted Lisa on the back before facing his crew to address them. 'Secure those scum in the brigs and get this mess cleared up.' He ordered, looking over the cutlass strewn deck. 'Then drinks all around!'
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Chapter Twelve

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** aboard the merchant ship **_**Equestrian Trader**_**, en route to the Griffin Kingdom. 2000 Hours, December 29, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The ship pitched and rolled, causing anything that wasn't fastened down to the deck to roll to and fro as the _Equestrian Trader _sailed though a fierce storm, rain lashing down on the merchant ship as her crew scurried to rigging and hatches, battling the wind and the rain as they did.

Below decks, Lisa sat with her back to a bulkhead with one of Twilight's books, flicking through it as the storm raged outside. Beside her, Twilight was trying to do the same but with less success and across from both, Spike was asleep in his hammock.

All four of the Royal Guards had succumbed to seasickness, even the Pegasi, and they were taking it in turns to vomit into a bucket that had to be emptied quite frequently.

Lisa glanced at Twilight as the ship gave a particularly violent lurch downwards. The Alicorn didn't look like she was far off throwing up, either.

One of the guards did just that, emptying his stomach contents into the wooden bucket before weakly passing it to the next just in time.

She went back to her book.

'Chief, can I... Can is ask you kind of a personal question?' Twilight asked as she gave up on her book, stowing it into her trunk. Lisa saw it was same book she had noticed back in Ponyville, _Love: All You Need to Know._

'Sure.' Lisa said. 'What do you want to know?'

'Have you ever felt a sort of affection for somepony you've known for a while, more than you would feel for just a friend, but couldn't bring yourself to admit it to them?'

Lisa shook her head. 'No. The only people I spent a lot of time around were the other Spartan trainees and we saw each other as family, like brothers and sisters, so any affection I held towards them would have been platonic in nature.' She turned the page in her book. 'Why? Is there someone in Ponyville you like but can't bring yourself to say something?'

'There might.' Twilight said. She braced against the bulkhead as another wave caused the ship to lurch. A fresh round of vomiting came from the Royal Guards. Lisa turned the page. 'I've known them pretty much since I went to Ponyville to check over the Summer Sun Celebration preparations. It's only recently that I started thinking about them as more than a friend.'

'Uh huh.' Lisa said. 'So what's stopping you from saying anything?'

'I don't know.' Twilight said. 'I guess I'm just worried that they'll say no, or laugh in my face.'

'Would they?' Lisa asked, turning her head to look at the pony. 'Does that sound like something your friend would do?'

'No.' Twilight admitted. 'Well, I hope not. I've never spoken to them about this sort of thing so I don't know how they'll react. What if they do laugh in my face? Or string me along for a while before dumping me for somepony else?'

'Then they'll have made fun of or used a princess.' Lisa said. 'At which point, you could use your connections and position as one of Equestria's rulers to make their lives a living hell.' She went back to her book and turned the page.

'I don't think I could do that to them.' Twilight said. The ship shuddered again and from outside there was a loud crack of thunder. 'Not on purpose, even if they did do those things.'

'Then that fear and uncertainty will keep you from admitting your feelings to them.' Lisa said. 'If you leave it for too long, someone else may come along and take them away from you.'

'Is that what you would do, Chief?' Twilight asked. 'Just go up and tell them?'

'Yes, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'Spartans don't retreat in the face of overwhelming odds or a more numerous and stronger enemy. We dive into the thick of it and get to work.' She read to the end of the page then shut her book, placing it onto the deck beside her. 'The worst thing that can happen if you tell this pony is that they'll say no. They may laugh and rebuff you, or respond coldly, but at the end of the day it's still a no and there'll probably be someone else that you take a liking to.'

'I guess so.' Twilight said. Another wave, this time one that propelled the ship upwards, caused both the Spartan and the Alicorn to brace and caused the vomit bucket to spill over, emptying the foul smelling contents onto the deck.

The Royal Guards threw up simultaneously which, combined with the horrid stench of sick and constant rocking of the ship, ultimately wore down Twilight's resolve and she too vomited onto the deck.

Lisa picked her book up to keep it out of the spreading sick then stood, making her way for the closest store room to retrieve a mop and clean bucket to get rid of the mess.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** aboard the merchant ship **_**Equestrian Trader**_**, en route to the Griffin Kingdom. 2323 Hours, December 29, 2552 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The storm lasted for another hour and a half, battering the _Equestrian Trader _with lashings of rain and gale force winds, but the merchant vessel had come through it relatively unscathed. Some of the sails had come free of their rigging while several powerful waves had smashed the portside railings, and Sparrow's crew were working to fix the damage.

Lisa was at the helm, relieving the exhausted helmsmen so he could get some rest, keeping the _Trader _on an easterly course.

Below decks, the Royal Guards had finally passed out in their hammocks, but not before enduring several jibes from the crew at their weak stomachs.

Overhead, the sky was clear of any clouds and the stars shone down on the open ocean, accompanied by a full moon and a strong wind that kept the ship going in the otherwise calm seas.

Moonlight, barring a few other deckhands that were keeping an eye on the recently repaired rigging, was the only other person on the top deck. He was keeping track of their progress on a map and watching Lisa, making sure the Spartan didn't do anything that might endanger the ship.

'Mighty fine work today, sailor.' He said after a long period of silence, barely looking up from his maps. 'Doubt anypony could have done what you did to that blasted ship.'

'It was nothing.' Lisa said. She moved the wheel a few inches, correcting a slight drift in the _Trader_'s course, then moved it back.

'Didn't look like it.' Moonlight said. 'That mast went flying in all directions under the sun. Then you plummeted to the deck and burst through it, coming back up without a scratch.'

'My armour.' Lisa said dismissively. 'It's designed to keep me safe from anything hazardous. A foot of wood is nothing compared to what I usually go up against.'

Moonlight looked up from the map, intrigued. 'Oh, aye? And what might that be?'

'Aliens.' Lisa said. 'Armed with weapons that can spew plasma hotter than three-thousand degrees Celsius. That's only sometimes, though. Usually I'm up against humans like myself, armed with similar weapons to the ones I have with me now, but they don't have the same armour.'

'Any of them pirates?'

'Some. Most are just rebels that use violent means to achieve their goals.' She made another minor course correction. 'I get sent in to stop them before people get hurt.'

'You mean, kill?'

Lisa looked at the pony, expecting to see some measure of disgust on his face or incomprehension at the notion, but saw neither. Just a stallion awaiting an answer. She turned back to watching the bow.

'Yes.' She said. 'Princess Twilight Sparkle disagrees with that, as do many of her friends.'

'A number of Equestrians would.' Moonlight said. 'But a small number of us believe it can be done for the right reasons.'

'That was my view.' Lisa said. 'I argued that by killing Queen Chrysalis, I was saving Princess Cadance and her unborn foal, trading two lives for one. I also made the point that it removed a possible recurring threat against Equestria.'

'True enough.' Moonlight said.

A silence fell over the two for a few minutes before Lisa broke it.

'Why aren't you against the concept of killing?' she asked, glancing at the unicorn.

'It's just how I think.' He said. 'Some things won't go away, no matter how nicely you may ask or how delicately you deal with it. Sometimes you need to get a bit more physical, even if it means really hurting somepony along the way.'

'It sounds like you'd be more suited as a Royal Guard.' Lisa said. A strong gust of wind tugged at the _Trader _and Lisa fought to overcome it. 'They're about the only military force I've seen in Equestria.'

'Aye.' Moonlight said, almost forlornly as the wind died down. 'I was well suited for it.'

'You served?'

He nodded. 'Five years, give or take a few weeks. Was originally part of Princess Celestia's troop but after Nightmare Moon got turned back into Princess Luna, I was transferred to her protection detail. Probably because of my name.'

'Why did you leave and become a sailor?'

'I got involved with her.' Moonlight said quietly, moving away from his maps to lean on the rear railing, watching the wake from the ship as it sailed on. 'For four whole months, I was Princess Luna's confidant and lover. She needed somepony, most of my time was spent as a Royal Guard so I couldn't find a mare of my own. It just sort of... happened.' He sighed. 'It was against the rules and we both knew it could never last. Alicorns don't age. I'd grow old and die and Luna would stay like she is. Beautiful, full of life.

'Neither of us wanted to say it, to break the happiness we felt, but one day I woke up next to her and my thoughts drifted to the future.'

Lisa kept one hand on the wheel and half turned to look at Moonlight. She swore she could see the faintest glimmer from a tear as the stallion continued speaking.

'I'd always wake up seeing her like she was, never aging and eternally beautiful, while Luna would see her love growing older with each passing day, slowly but surely, until one day I wouldn't be there anymore. I'd just be a memory.' He blinked and brushed something from his eye. 'That's when I knew we couldn't go on like that.'

'How did she take it?' Lisa asked.

'Better than I expected her to.' Moonlight said. 'Guess she already knew what would happen. I probably wasn't her first lover and I doubt I'll be the last. When she woke up and looked at me, saw my expression, she just put on a sad smile and said, 'I'll always remember you' in this voice that made it clear it was just as hard for her as it was for me. We both cried, held each other, made love for the last time, then parted ways. I resigned from the Royal Guard the very next day.'

'How long ago was this?'

'Three years, seven months, two weeks and six days.' Moonlight said sullenly. 'I marched out of Canterlot and didn't stop until I reached Manehatten and found Sparrow. He was looking for a first mate that could shout over the angriest winds and follow orders, I was looking for a way to put everything behind me. We were a perfect match.' He tapped the deck of the _Equestrian Trader. _'I've not set hoof on land since.'

'You've not left the ship in nearly four years?' Lisa said.

'Aye.' Moonlight said. 'Sparrow don't mind. It just means he has somepony he trusts aboard at all times. Usually brings me a bottle of rum or something stronger as a way of saying thanks whenever we're in port a long time. Guess he feels sorry for me or something.'

'Do you think about her a lot?'

Moonlight sighed and stared up at the moon as it hung in the night sky. 'Aye. Every day.'

'Oh.' Lisa turned back to hold the ship's wheel fully as Moonlight returned to the maps, updating their position silently.

'You got a special somepony, Spartan?' he asked.

Lisa shook her head.

'Well, if you do get one, make sure it's somepony that'll grow old with you.' Moonlight said. 'Cause anything else will just bring heartache for both of you.'

'I'll try.' Lisa said.

They sailed on for another hour, occasionally making small talk but mostly in silence, when something caught Lisa's eye as she looked up at the moon.

It was small, barely a speck, but clearly visible against the brilliant white backdrop of the moon and travelling east to west. Her first thought was that it was a dragon. Equestria, and Faustia in general, was home to a population of them, many of which could fly, and she thought of it as such.

But as she kept looking up at the moon, the speck reappeared and reversed it course, heading back east, and she may or may not have imagined it but swore she could hear the faint whine of a turbine jet engine. The voice in her head began whispering Pelican.

'Moonlight, have you ever seen a dragon while sailing to the Griffin Kingdom?' she asked.

'No.' He said. 'That Spike is the first one I've ever seen. Can't say they do fly this far east. Most of their territory is to the south of Equestria so why one would fly over the ocean is a mystery.'

'I see.' Lisa said. She looked up at the sails. 'Can we go any faster or is this it?'

'We can probably coax a bit more speed out of the girl, aye.' Moonlight said, shifting his attention to the Spartan. 'Why? You feel like we're being followed by something?'

'More of a gut feeling.' Lisa said. 'I think it would be best if we got to the Griffin Kingdom as soon as possible.'

The unicorn turned from Lisa to the moon, spotting the speck as well as it seemed to just hang in the air. 'Aye. I agree with your gut.'

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** aboard the merchant ship **_**Equestrian Trader**_**, en route to the Griffin Kingdom. 1457 Hours, January 11, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

With a bit of luck and a strong tailwind, the _Equestrian Trader _had managed to shave a day or so off the estimated time of arrival given by Sparrow at the start of their voyage. By his estimate and judging from the maps, they were now only half a dozen miles from the capital city of the Griffin Kingdom.

Lisa, Twilight, Spike and the Royal Guards were all on the top deck, gathered at the prow as the ship came within sight of land, prompting the lookout in the masthead to give a shout of 'Land, ho!'.

'Oh, I cannot wait to get some solid ground under my hooves.' One of the guards, one who had suffered from seasickness since the very start, said. He still looked deathly pale and queasy, even though the ocean was calm and still. 'The sea is not for me.'

'Don't worry.' A nearby deckhand said, smiling darkly. 'You've still got the journey back to Equestria to find your sea legs.'

The guard groaned, as did his partner and fellow seasickness sufferer.

Lisa watched the land come closer then slipped away below decks, gathering up her equipment and putting it into place. She checked the clasps on her rucksack and made sure they would stay closed until she opened them and that everything inside the pack was in its correct case, and that their seals were intact.

With everything where it should be and her battle rifle in her arms, Lisa headed to the top deck but rather than go back to Twilight and the others, she went to the helm where Sparrow, Midnight, and two other ponies were stood, guiding the ship into the harbour.

It was only two miles out now with the docks and other ships moored up there faintly visible, getting clearer with each passing minute.

'How are ya, Spartan?' Sparrow asked as Lisa approached him. 'Looking to get yer feet onto solid ground again?'

'Yes.' She said. She looked out over the top deck of ship and saw that no one was looking her way, their attention fixed on the approaching harbour. She turned to Sparrow. 'Don't say anything to the princess or anyone else of what I'm about to do.'

'After yer actions fending off them blasted pirates, anything.' Sparrow said. Moonlight and the other ponies nodded, giving their word.

'Thank you.' Lisa walked to the very back of the ship and sat on the railing. Then, without saying anything else, tipped herself backwards and fell into the ocean.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** near the capital of the Griffin Kingdom, in the North Faustian Ocean. 1503 Hours, January 11, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Bubbles and darkness was all Lisa could see as she plunged into the water, the sensation of falling telling her that the weight of her armour was dragging her to the seafloor.

She landed with a soft thump, throwing up plumes of silt and sediment, then slowly got to her feet.

It was murky, with visibility being only a hundred yards in any direction, and slow going, but Lisa headed in a vaguely east direction, following her armour's built in compass.

After nearly half an hour she began seeing things littering the seafloor, mostly broken barrels and crates that had been thrown overboard by griffin crewmembers but there were lobster pots among the items too, followed by the moving hulls of ships as they sailed out of the harbour or returned.

Lisa reached the outer seawall of the harbour then put it on her left, walking south towards what she hoped would be a deserted beach or a strip of land where she could emerge from the water unseen and head deeper into griffin country.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** near the capital of the Griffin Kingdom. 1600 Hours, January 11, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

There was no one, griffin or otherwise, present when Lisa hauled herself out of the water and onto dry land near a thick wood. She sprinted across the open area and into cover before checking her gear over.

Aside from being wet and smelling faintly of saltwater, everything was fine. The seals on her electronic gear had held and a quick system check on them revealed they still worked, and Lisa pulled out her weapon maintenance kit and field stripped both her battle rifle and magnum, drying them out and removing all traces of water. The salt it contained would quickly corrode the internal workings, rendering the weapons ineffective.

Almost as an afterthought, Lisa began the process of uncovering the quantum mirror to check it for contamination or damage. It was a vital part of her motion tracker and the smallest piece of dirt could cause it to malfunction, leaving her without warning if someone or something approached from behind.

She polished it then set the mirror back into place. Her motion tracker rebooted and pulsed a cool blue, signifying everything was working correctly.

She then activated the COM suite, hailing the _Shadow Boxer._

'Commander Colbert, this is SPARTAN-A196 requesting update on your search for Insurrectionist forces.' She said. 'Any progress?'

'_Yes, Spartan.' _Colbert said. _'Proceed to the objective I'm setting for you. It looks to be an Innie base.'_
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Chapter Thirteen

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** somewhere in the Griffin Kingdom, near a suspected Insurrectionist base. 0100 Hours, January 12, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa crawled forward slowly, battle rifle in her hands, until she reached the edge of the forest and was looking out over a massive clearing in the forest. It wasn't a natural clearing. The shape was too uniform to have been the by-product of nature and while Lisa had come across other open spaces, they had been much smaller, often barely a dozen metres across. This one was easily a kilometre from end to end.

In the middle of it sat a structure too utilitarian to be Equestrian and made from too much prefabricated materials to be Griffin in origin. It was solely a human construction. That meant Insurrection.

She came to a halt and just looked at the base.

There were four main buildings clustered in a loose square. Two were two stories high, the third was only one storey whilst the last had four floors. A chain link fence ran around the perimeter with roving patrols walking along it on the inside, MA5B assault rifles in their hands, and there were guard towers at regular intervals.

Lisa counted fifteen towers in all, five on the north, east and south fences. The western fence featured a gate that was heavily fortified with turrets and numerous guards. She also counted three Pelican dropships parked closely to the one storey building.

She guessed the base housed around two hundred people.

Now, how to go about taking it on?

A direct assault would see her having to fight upwards of two hundred armed people who had a fortified position, turrets and three Pelicans on their side, while all she had was a suppressed battle rifle, two cans of C7 left and three satchels of C12. Not exactly favourable odds, even for a Spartan.

Guerrilla warfare would be more suitable. She could slip away, alert the _Shadow Boxer _of what she'd found and have them drop her remaining supplies somewhere nearby before slipping away to UNSC controlled space to bring a battlegroup in and deal with the Innies, during which time Lisa would begin operations to undermine the Insurrectionists

However, that required the Innies to leave their base and travel to distant locations with a regularity that Lisa could observe and exploit, something that would quickly change once they realised someone was attacking them. Provided, of course, that they would even leave the base.

She was still musing her options over when a chariot pulled by two griffins came in to land in front of the base's gate, depositing a fat and old looking griffin wearing some kind of sash across their chest. Lisa was too far away and not familiar enough with griffins to guess the gender but her gut said it was a male, and one that held a position of power in the Griffin Kingdom. A king, perhaps, or a prince?

Whoever or whatever he was, Lisa focused her scope on him and an Insurrectionist who walked out, this one a female dressed in outdated fatigues with a pistol strapped to her thigh. She walked up to the griffin and greeted him.

Lisa's armour only caught snippets of their conversation, prompting her to move closer. Already her mind was speculating as to why a griffin was making an appearance at an Innie base, chief among them being that the griffin was an ambassador like she had been to the Equestrians but then, why arrive in the middle of the night? And if the Insurrectionists were building diplomatic relations, why have their base fifty miles from the nearest town?

The late hour and remoteness pointed more towards this being a clandestine operation that only a few in the Griffin Kingdom were privy to. What the goal of this operation was remained to be seen but as a grimy and dirty unicorn was marched out of the base in shackles, Lisa guessed it wouldn't bode well for the Equestrians.

She managed to get within a few dozen metres of the griffins and the Insurrectionist and their pony prisoner. Up close, Lisa could see the unicorn was a mare with a blue coat and a light blue mane, while her cutie mark looked to be a wand and a swirl of some kind but Lisa couldn't be sure from where she was. It didn't help that the mare's coat was almost the same hue as her cutie mark, further obscured by several weeks' worth of grime.

'What have you done with the ship?' the Innie woman asked, keeping the mare close by.

'It's been left alone.' The griffin said. 'For now. The crew were enjoying the sights when they arrived but returned to it a few hours ago. I have griffins nearby for when we proceed.'

'And the others?'

'In the castle, Elisa.' The griffin said. 'We've sent them to their rooms and have guards posted outside. Just give the word.'

Elisa smiled. 'That's what I like to hear, Geoff. Do you have a picture of her?'

'Yes.' Geoff said, heading to the chariot before returning with a framed photo which he held out to Elisa.

She took it from him and held it in front of the unicorn's face. 'Now, Trixie. I want you to look at this very closely and tell me if it's really a princess.'

Trixie, with a defeated expression on her face, looked over the photo and nodded. 'Yes, that's Twilight Sparkle. Trixie would recognise her face anywhere.'

'And would Princess Celestia do anything to see no harm come to her?'

'Yes.' Trixie said.

'Good.' Elisa waved to someone behind her to take Trixie inside, leaving her and Geoff alone. 'Proceed with the plan, Geoff.'

'You sure?' he said. 'I mean, it does involve potentially upsetting the only being on this planet capable of moving an entire sun about.'

'Hardly.' Elisa said. 'Have you never heard of the concept of orbits and gravity? All Celestia does is merely put on a show and take credit for something that happens naturally, probably to boost her reputation and make people fear her without realising it. She can no more move the sun any more than I can. Just stick to the plan and we'll be fine.'

'If you say so, Elisa.' Geoff said as he began heading for his chariot. He paused halfway then looked back at her. 'I just remembered something the princess said when we greeted them. Something about there being one member of her party missing.'

'Oh?' Elisa said, feigning interest. 'Who was missing? Another of those sickeningly sweet ponies?'

Geoff shook his head. 'No. She said it was something called a Spartan, I think. With a group called the UNSC. Apparently it came over with them on the ship but it vanished before they even reached port.'

Elisa's expression, and those of the guards within earshot, suddenly became alarmed.

'You're certain?' Elisa said, walking up to Geoff. 'A Spartan?'

'That's what Sparkle said.' Geoff assured her. 'A Spartan was on their ship but disappeared. Why? Do you know about them?'

'Yes.' Elisa said. 'Shit, this complicates things.' She rounded on one of the Innie guards. 'Get on the horn to all the other bases. Tell them to double the guard and limit radio communications to only communiqués of vital importance. Everything else, you deliver it in person. Understood?'

'Yes, ma'am.' The guard said, dashing inside.

'What about me?' Geoff asked.

'You just go back to the castle and start Phase Two.' Elisa said. 'And order your guards to notify you the moment they see a seven foot tall human dressed in heavy looking armour, and to do nothing else. Just track it.'

'Why not have us try and stop it?' Geoff asked.

'You remember those Diamond Dogs that happened across us the other week?' Elisa said. 'And how long they lasted against the perimeter guards?'

Geoff nodded.

'Well that's what'll happen to your guards if they try to stop a Spartan. They're mindless killing machines designed by the oppressive UNSC to control the colonies by force.' Elisa told the griffin. 'There's no reasoning with them. All you can do is try and kill them.'

'If any are seen near the castle, I'll let you know.' Geoff said as he jumped onto his chariot. It quickly took off and was soon lost to sight.

Elisa watched it go then hurried into the base.

Lisa watched her go, tracking the woman's progress through the chain link fence before she entered one of the buildings.

So, the Griffin Kingdom was in league with the Insurrectionists working some kind of plan that involved Twilight Sparkle being used as leverage against Celestia. The only idea Lisa could come up with was that the Griffin Kingdom, with support from the Insurrection, was planning a war against the Equestrian Empire and hoped to use Twilight as a means of forcing Celestia into surrendering before too long.

If that was the case, why were the Innies intent on helping? What would they gain from this exercise? Land? Precious metals and jewels?

Then Lisa remembered Elisa's comments, of there being other bases on the planet. Exactly how many were there, and how many people did they each contain?

Shoving these thoughts to the back of her mind, Lisa began planning her next move.

The Griffin Kingdom had allied itself with the Innies, making them Lisa's enemies, and would most likely be taking Twilight hostage ahead of a possible attack on Equestria, who were Lisa's allies. The Insurrectionists knew she was on the planet and most likely nearby, meaning security would be stepped up, and would possibly be accelerating whatever plans they had.

Her priority should be to alert the _Shadow Boxer _and send them to UNSC space to bring back a battlegroup, then work on freeing Twilight and the others. But how to get them to safety? The _Equestrian Trader _was still in port but if Lisa did spring the princess, the Innies would no doubt send their Pelicans to sink the ship if it tried to sail away and even if they managed to get out without being noticed, the dropships could easily outrun the merchant vessel.

They could also get to Equestria within hours, and carry a number of passengers in relative safety.

She revised her rescue plan.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** somewhere in the Griffin Kingdom, interior of an Insurrectionist base. 0214 Hours, January 12, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Getting into the base had been tricky, but not impossible. The amount of guards on duty were light compared to what Lisa had seen from bases of a similar size, and although the knowledge that a Spartan was on the planet made them alert, they were complacent, lazy, and only giving the fence cursory glances every now and then as they passed by.

Lisa had managed to slip under a section of fence during a break in the patrols, the steel bending easily, and half crouched, half ran to a section of deep shadow next to the one storey building. The moon was out but an intermittent cloud covering would drop the light level.

Even so, the rebels had placed lights around the base but not enough to cover it entirely, and Lisa found plenty of shadows to evade any patrols that came too close.

It was almost like the game of hide and seek she'd played against the inhabitants of Ponyville with the only difference being that if she was found out, a gunfight would ensue rather than a loss.

She angled towards the biggest building, the command centre. Whatever plans the Innies had come up with, they would most likely be located in the commanding officer's office or, failing that, their quarters.

After she got her hands on them, Lisa would try and rescue the mare from earlier, Trixie, before implementing a hastily worked out escape plan and from there, head to the capital of the Griffin Kingdom and work on rescuing Twilight Sparkle. Simple, in theory.

A pair of guards passed by Lisa with scant metres to go but missed the Spartan, deep in shadow, and walked off, giving her the chance to sprint to the command centre's door and duck inside.

She couldn't hear any noises that indicated anyone was working, just the hum of machines on standby. Lisa drew her pistol, just in case, and began a room by room search, looking for anything that might contain the information she needed, but each room yielded nothing of importance.

The top floor was much the same with the exception of the very last room, the CO's office.

Lisa put her ear to the door and boosted her aural systems, hearing the faint tapping of someone using a keyboard, then looked for a gap to feed an optical probe through but saw none. The door fit flush with the frame.

Holding her pistol level, Lisa keyed the door and stepped inside before it was halfway open, squeezing herself into the gap, and was already halfway into the room before it could even start to close.

There was a bed to her left and a wet bar to her right filled with dozens of bottles of alcohol, but what Lisa was focusing on the most was the desk in front of her and the person sat at it.

Elisa looked up and froze at the sight of her visitor, shock and disbelief playing across her face, and Lisa used this shock to march forward and pull her away from the desk's sole computer, hand wrapped around her throat tightly enough to stop Elisa from screaming but loosely enough that she could still breathe, before she could trigger any kind of alarm.

'Come in, why don't you.' Elisa wheezed. 'Can I interest you in a drink? There's plenty to choose from.'

'No thanks.' Lisa said. 'Why are you here?'

'This is my office.' Elisa said. 'Why else would I be here?'

Lisa upped the pressure a bit, making the woman squeak.

'Why are you here?' she asked again.

'Vacation.'

Lisa used her free hand to snap one of Elisa's fingers.

'Health retreat.'

Another finger.

'Triathlon.'

Lisa broke the last two fingers. 'Next wrong answer, I start on the knuckles and work my way up from there.' She said. 'Why are you here on Faustia and why are you working with the Griffin Kingdom?'

Sweat was forming on Elisa's forehead and her breathing was becoming laboured, made worse by the Spartan's hand wrapped around her throat.

'Why do you think you Earth loving bitch?' she finally muttered. 'We've come out here to get away from the UNSC and the Covenant. One of our ships discovered it by pure fluke and if it hadn't been for a bored navigator doing a sweep of the system, we'd have never known the place was habitable.'

'Why are you helping the Griffin Kingdom plan a war against the Equestrians?' Lisa asked.

'Because they wouldn't let me brush their manes when I asked.' Elisa said.

Lisa broke her knuckles, all at once. 'Your wrist is up next.'

'Fuck.' Elisa gasped, letting out a whimper of pain as Lisa let go of her ruined hand. 'Okay, okay. I'll tell you.' She took as deep a breath as she could manage then said, 'We need a place to call home, one far from the UNSC and the Covenant, and this planet fit the bill. Only problem is that everywhere that's habitable already has someone living there. So we came up with the idea of using some of the local muscle to help clear space up.

'The Griffin Kingdom has felt like they're second-best, looked down on by the Equestrians, so we approached one of the king's sons and began whispering in his ear, saying that we could propel his father and his country to the top of the pecking order.' Elisa said. 'We gave them advice on how to build up their army, tactics and strategy, even supplied them with MA5 assault rifles and ammo. They go to Equestria, push those ponies out of the good places, and we step in and assume control of the country.'

'Is that why you're planning to have them kidnap Princess Twilight Sparkle?' Lisa said. 'In case the Equestrians don't back down?'

'Bingo.' Elisa said. 'Celestia may be some all-powerful being but she has a soft spot for that mare.'

'And Trixie?' Lisa asked. 'Where does she fit into all this?'

'Every invading army needs a translator.'

'Ah.' Lisa said. 'You abducted her just to have cast translation spells.'

'And tell us everything she can about Celly.' Elisa said. 'I think that answers just about everything. What are you going to-'

Lisa knocked the Insurrectionist out with a solid punch then released her limp form, letting it crumple to the floor. She quickly moved to her computer and downloaded its entire contents onto her data pad, just in case Elisa had been lying about everything in an attempt to throw the Spartan off.

When it was finished, Lisa left the room and headed back downstairs to the command centre's main entrance, slipping out into the compound.
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Her pistol fired once, then twice, and the two guards inside what passed for the base's jail dropped dead, a single bullet lodged in their heads, and Lisa stepped past them towards the three jail cells.

Two were unoccupied while the third held Trixie. It was bare, having only a crude bed and a bowl of water for her to drink from, and not very big, measuring maybe eight feet in all dimensions.

The mare herself was lying on top of the bed, asleep, with a purple cape adorned with a multitude of stars thrown over her like a blanket.

Not seeing a key to open the cell, and that the door was probably no more than half a foot thick with only a crude lock, Lisa delivered a powerful kick midway up, denting the steel and producing an almighty clang.

Trixie let out a squeal of fright as she did, followed by a mad scramble to get as far away from the door as possible when Lisa kicked it a second time.

A third kick served to finally break the door open.

'You okay?' Lisa asked, taking a step into the cell. There was a foul smell of an unwashed body lingering in the air. Lisa guessed Trixie hadn't been given many opportunities to clean herself.

'Who- What-' Trixie tried to say but failed, shocked by the sight of the Spartan.

'You're not another one of them, are you?' she finally managed to whisper.

'No.' Lisa said. 'If I was, I would have just unlocked the door rather than kick it open to speak to you.' She held her hand out. 'I'm with the UNSC, the people Elisa and everyone else in this base are fighting against.'

'Why have you come to save Trixie?'

'I'm also in alliance with the Equestrian Empire.'

Shouted questions began coming from outside, most likely regarding the three massive bangs from when Lisa kicked the door down.

'We've not got long before this place is swarming with Innies.' Lisa said to Trixie. 'If you want to live and see another day, come with me. We'll have to make a slight detour but I'll get you home to Equestria. I promise.'

More shouts came from outside.

Trixie looked at her cell and the primitive amenities it offered.

'Okay.' She said. 'Trixie will come with you.'

Lisa nodded. 'Head outside and get into the middle Pelican. I'll cover you then set up a diversion. Whatever you do, do not let them see you.'

Trixie just nodded.
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Lisa ran into the back of the Pelican, battle rifle firing at the incoming Insurrectionist troops. She downed three with headshots and sent the rest scattering with a grenade.

Using the brief lull in the fighting, she jumped into the pilot's seat and began starting up the Pelican, going through the procedure with practised ease.

'Hang on.' She said to Trixie who was sat uncomfortably in the co-pilot's chair. 'This might get interesting.'

'Define interesting.' Trixie said as the Pelican's engines came to life and the dropship began taking off.

'Oh, God, oh, God, we're all gonna die?' Lisa said, feeding more power to the engines as she activated the weapons systems.

Behind her, Trixie stared at Lisa. 'You mean, we might actually die?'

'It's a possibility.' Lisa said.

The Pelican took off and cleared the dropships either side, and Lisa nudged it forwards a little until she had enough room to spin the massive aircraft around and face the Insurrectionist base.

In front of them, the Innies were firing at the Pelican with their assault rifles but doing negligible damage, if any.

She let them fire at her for a few more seconds then brought up a remote detonator.

'You might want to cover your ears.' Lisa said to Trixie. 'It might get a bit loud if a second or two.'

Trixie did just that, ducking behind Lisa's seat as the Spartan activated the detonator and trigged the two packs of C12 she'd lobbed under the remaining two Pelicans. They detonated and ripped through the dropships, igniting their fuel and munitions which in turn caused an even larger explosion, levelling the jail and smashing every window on site.

The shockwave buffeted Lisa's Pelican and she fought to keep the craft from tipping over then, once the Pelican settled, she targeted the command centre with the dropship's missiles, firing a barrage at the structure, followed by another that gutted the building completely. It seemed to remain upright for a second or two then crumpled, falling in on itself.

Satisfied that no one on the base could chase her easily or radio for reinforcements, Lisa fed power to the engines and brought it onto a northerly course, heading for the capital of the Griffin Kingdom.
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**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** beneath the Griffin Kingdom capital, in the sewer system. 1859 Hours, January 12, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

It had been an uneventful flight from the ruined Insurrection base to the outskirts of the Griffin capital and Lisa had used the time to flick through everything she had downloaded from Elisa's computer.

Most of it was administrative in nature, detailing rotas for guard duty and recording day to day activity, but what Lisa had paid the most attention to were the locations of the other Insurrectionist bases and the overall goal of the operation.

Elisa had, for the most part, been telling the truth. The Innies were planning on using the Griffin Kingdom to wear down Equestria's defences, giving them guns and training in the art of war in exchange, before staging a bloody overthrow of Princess Celestia and Princess Luna, but what she had failed to mention was that once Equestria was under their thumb, the Insurrection would turn their sights on the Griffin Kingdom and occupy their land, too, but only once a fleet of rebel ships slipped in, carrying with them an invading army.

The timeframe attached to the operation had the ships arriving within four months, around the same time it would take for the _Shadow Boxer _to return to Earth, assemble a battlegroup, and then come back.

More worryingly, the total number of Innies present on Faustia was well over five thousand, scattered across the planet and waiting for the order to strike or hunt down a lone Spartan. Even if she set her battle rifle to single shot and made every round count, Lisa would run out of ammo long before she could get a fifth of the way through them.

Then again, they did carry similar weapons to her so the ammo situation might not be as bleak as Lisa thought. It would just mean scrounging off the dead.

But that was a worry for if or when she did run out of ammo.

Right now, though, Lisa was making her way through the sewer system beneath the capital city, heading towards the palace.

Trixie and the Pelican were stashed in the forest way to the south, waiting patiently for Lisa to return.

The pipe Lisa was in was barely big enough for her to walk through and raw waste came up to her knees, hampering her movement, and the only light came from the occasional shaft to the surface, some twenty metres above her, leaving the pipe in darkness.

With no plans for the sewers or a link to the STARS satellite overhead, Lisa had instead memorised the street plan of the city above during a flyover and compare it to the path she was taking, hoping that sooner or later she'd come across the palace.

She would occasionally go up one of the shafts and poke an optical probe through the tiny holes in the manhole cover to check her progress. For the most part, Lisa was on the right course barring a few detours and each sweep with her probe would show the palace getting bigger.

Lisa's next obstacle would be getting into the building itself. The guards would no doubt be looking for her and the general public might not react too well to seeing a seven foot tall Spartan emerging from the sewers beneath them.

With any luck, the sewers would come out somewhere beneath the palace, hopefully in an underground storeroom or dungeon, and give her a chance to infiltrate as quietly as possible.

She checked the next shaft, noting with satisfaction that the palace was looming over her, then carried on down the pipe until she spotted a shaft that lacked any kind of light filtering in from above.

With slow movements, Lisa made her way up until she came to the cover. A quick check with her probe revealed that it was a dungeon lined with empty cells and, more importantly, nothing else.

The cover was nothing more than a few pounds of iron kept in place by gravity and Lisa gently eased it off, the metal making a grating noise as it was pushed over the stone floor, then hauled herself out of the sewers.

She moved to the dungeon's door, leaving behind mucky footprints, and drew he battle rifle

There was no one on the other side of the door, just an empty stone corridor illuminated by flaming torches set into the wall at regular intervals.

Lisa opened the door as quietly as she could and set foot into the palace proper.
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To her right was a dead end, damp and covered with moss and mould in a few places. To her right were four more doors, the furthest of which was open with light spilling out and the sounds of several people talking drifting from it. The window in the door next to it gave off a faint glow. Beyond the doors was a flight of stairs leading up into the palace.

Moving quietly, Lisa edged towards the closest door to her and opened it, stepping inside quickly. The room had more cells, five along two walls facing each other, all of them empty. On the wall opposite the door was a rack filled with shackles and chains, presumably for moving prisoners.

Lisa went back into the corridor and approached the next door. It was the same as the previous two, containing ten cells and chains, and the Spartan fully expected it to be empty.

The corpses of several dozen ponies greeted her, instead.

She took a step into the room, recognising the bodies as the _Equestrian Trader_'s crew and Twilight's Royal Guards. There were four or five of them in each cell and blood trailed from their corpses, heading to a drain in the centre of the room.

Lisa headed to one cell and opened it, kneeling to investigate one of the bodies. It was the pirate she had kicked during the _Trader_'s encounter with the pirate ship, killed by what looked to be several bullet wounds, as did the other three ponies in the cell.

Looking over her shoulder, Lisa saw hundreds of brass casings on the floor and ten spent magazines from an MA5B assault rifle. She stepped out of the cell.

Forty or so ponies, dead. Executed by either the griffins or the Insurrection, but executed nonetheless. They had most likely been on the _Trader_, drinking or readying the ship for departure, and captured by Geoff's people with little to no warning, then taken to the dungeons where, after being thrown into cells. They were gunned down.

Lisa went from cell to cell, hoping against hope that one had somehow survived the onslaught, either by playing possum or by luck, but found only dead bodies.

Spike was in the fourth cell she searched.

The little dragon was huddled in one corner, arms clutched around a wound on his stomach, lifeless. Lisa examined his injury and noted that it was too large to be from an assault or battle rifle, but about the right size to have come from a magnum. There was no exit wound.

She tried to imagine what it must have been like for him, watching the rest of the room's inhabitants being killed one by one, somehow being missed by the sixty rounds that would have been sprayed into the cell he was in, only for a magnum to be drawn and fire the fatal shot.

It must have been harrowing, terrifying and confusing for Spike, his life slowly draining away and surrounded by the dead. Maybe the person with the pistol had stopped and watched, laughed even, as he died.

Lisa drew her battle rifle and made for the dungeon's door, returning to the corridor and the final two doors.

She opened the second to last door and entered, finding the usual ten cells. Only instead of the dead, Lisa found Twilight Sparkle, alive, sat in the furthest cell with only a wafer thin mattress to sleep on.

The Alicorn looked up with a dejected expression at the door opening but her eyes widened with surprise and relief at the sight of Lisa.

The Spartan motioned for her to keep quiet and shut the door behind her, quickly making for Twilight's cell.

'What happened?' she asked, crouching next to Twilight.

'I-I don't know.' Twilight whispered. 'One minute, me and Spike were getting ready to go to bed when five griffin guards burst into our room. One went for Spike and I tried to stop him but another hit me over the head and it all went dark. The next thing I know, I'm stuck in here.'

'Why didn't you use your magic to break free?' Lisa asked, eyeing up the bars. They were an inch thick and set into the stone floor. Not much of a challenge for her.

'They threatened to hurt Spike if I did.' Twilight said. 'He's being kept somewhere-'

'Spike's dead.' Lisa said, cutting the princess off. 'He's in the next room, along with Sparrow and his crew. Someone used an assault rifle and shot them all.' She reached up and took hold of the cell door, testing it for any give.

'Y-You're lying.' Twilight whispered as Lisa tensed. 'Spike can't be dead. They said-'

'They lied.' Lisa said. 'They must have shot him after they separated the two of you. The griffins are in league with the Insurrection and they're planning to start a war. You were an insurance policy if Celestia didn't back down straight away. Everyone else on that ship wasn't.' She pulled, using her augmented strength to prise the cell door from its fittings with a faint clang then set it against the wall.

Twilight remained where she was, tears slowly forming in her eyes.

'Spike can't be dead.' She whispered softly. 'He can't be.'

'Ma'am, I saw his body.' Lisa said, drawing her battle rifle. 'He was dead and had been for some time. There's nothing I could have done to save him. He's dead. Everyone is.'

'No.' Twilight said. No.' She got to her hooves and made for the door, her tears now falling, not so much throwing the door open as nearly blasting it from its hinges. The noise it made carried and Lisa heard shouts coming from the next room as Twilight left theirs and head to the one Lisa had indicated, prompting the Spartan to run after her.

She poked her head out of the doorframe and saw a griffin guard poke his head out from behind his door, each seeing the other. The griffin froze. Lisa didn't. She drilled a neat burst from her battle rifle into the griffin, dropping him, then followed Twilight into the dungeon containing the bodies of the _Trader_'s crew and the Royal Guards, slamming the door shut behind her and locking it.

Twilight was in the fourth cell, staring at Spike's body. Her mouth was opening and closing but no sound came out.

'Ma'am, we have to leave.' Lisa said, placing her hand on Twilight's shoulder as she walked over. 'There'll be more griffins inbound. The sooner we get out of here and out of the city, the better.'

'He's dead.' Twilight finally said, voice no more than a choked whisper. She was crying fully now, her tears mixing with the blood on the floor, and starting to shake a little. 'He's dead.'

'And we'll likely join him if we don't get out of here.' Lisa said. Shouts came from beyond the door as griffins began banging on its surface, trying to get in. 'Ma'am, there's nothing you can do to bring him back.'

'I hatched him.' Twilight said, reaching out with a hoof to touch Spike. 'I've known him since he was born. We- He was my number one assistant.' She took a sharp breath then let it out in a long, shuddering one. 'He was my family.'

'Ma'am, I know this is difficult for you but we need to move.' Lisa said as the pounding at the door increased. 'Now.'

'He's dead.' Twilight whispered. She moved her hoof to cradle Spike's head, disturbing his arms so that they fell away and revealed the bullet wound in his stomach. 'Why would anypony do something like this?' She took her hoof away and looked at the other bodies, of Sparrow and Moonlight and the Royal Guards. 'Who could do something like this?'

A crack appeared in the dungeon door and Lisa redirected her attention to it, battle rifle aimed squarely in the centre. 'You're going to find out in a few short seconds if you don't move.' Lisa said. 'Spike is dead and no amount of sobbing is going to bring him back. Now leave him and get ready to run.'

'I'm not leaving him!' Twilight shouted at Lisa, her eyes raw from crying. 'I loved Spike like he was family. I am not leaving him behind because you say so.'

'Then carry him.' Lisa said quietly but firmly, locking eyes with the princess. 'But if you don't get your ass into gear, I will knock you out and carry it to safety. And believe me, I will not hesitate to do just that.'

The crack on the door widened.

Twilight's mouth compressed into a thin line as she glared at the Spartan. 'And the others?'

'If you want to carry them as well, be my guest.' Lisa said. 'But I am not risking my life for forty dead ponies.'

'Don't they deserve to be buried?' Twilight said, pointing her hoof at each of the cells. 'Who says the griffins will do that? They killed everypony and left them in here.'

'And they'll have two more bodies to add to their collection if we try to take them all.' Lisa hissed. 'Have you any idea how exactly we would go about getting them from here to somewhere they can be given a decent burial? Or how to do it while evading a city full of griffins looking to stop us?' She felt frustration begin coursing through her body and it took a second to get it under control.

'Giving forty ponies a burial is not worth risking the lives of two people, one of whom is a princess.' She said in a slightly forced tone as the door cracked again. 'Yes, they deserve to be treated with dignity and respect but we do not have the time or means to do so. We are in the middle of a hostile city with enemy combatants bearing down on us. If we manage to get out, and I mean if, then either your or Princess Celestia can try and negotiate the release of the bodies. But for you to do that, we need to get out of here. Otherwise, and I cannot stress this enough, there will be two more bodies for the griffins to leave unburied.'

A large splinter of wood fell from the door.

'Now. Pick up Spike and stay close to me.' Lisa ordered as she turned her full attention back to the door. 'Because when they door finally breaks, all hell is going to break loose.'
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Lisa kept her battle rifle aimed at the door's centre, right where she imagined where the head of a griffin would be. Her motion tracker, which would have been invaluable in knowing roughly how many assailants were beyond that half a foot of wood, was useless due to Twilight's proximity.

The Alicorn had gently levitated Spike onto her back, using the care and delicacy like a mother would use with a newborn. She used her wings to try and keep him in place, covering the dragon from sight.

'Stay behind me.' Lisa said to Twilight. 'If you any of the griffins carrying weapons like mine, tell me and try to shield yourself from them using me.'

'Okay.' Twilight whispered.

The griffins pounded on the door again, causing it to bulge slightly near the centre. Another impact and the splintering became more pronounced, resembling a jagged mouth.

A third and final impact served to fully force the door open and it sagged open, the two halves swinging independently on their hinges, and revealed the griffins that had been trying to force their way in.

There were easily a dozen of them, all charging for the dungeon, and Lisa calmly switched her battle rifle from burst fire to single shot, expending twelve bullets to kill twelve targets before they could even make it two steps inside the dungeon.

They fell to the ground, dead, and Lisa marched forward, stepping over the bodies, then headed for the stairs. Twilight followed as closely as she dared, trying her best to avoid the dead griffins and their blood as it leaked out and joined to make a large pool that was steadily growing.

At the top of the stairs was a wooden door which Lisa opened with a swift kick, dumping her and Twilight into a high ceilinged hall. There were more flaming torches set into the walls with tapestries depicting past kings and queens hung between them.

'Which way to the entrance?' Lisa asked as three griffins armed with swords appeared, only to be dispatched with headshots as soon as they came within sight of the Spartan.

Twilight made a strange choked noise but pointed to their right.

Lisa took off down that way, guessing that seeing so much killing wasn't doing well for the mare's mental state. She had been against it back in the Crystal Forest and the Spartan doubted much had changed since then.

They entered a wood lined corridor empty of targets and Lisa broke into a jog, rifle at the ready, then turned a corner where five griffins stood, swords drawn, barring them access. Five suppressed shots later, they were being jumped over by the people they had been sent to stop.

The corridor came out into a four-way junction.

'Which way next?'

Another silent point with a hoof, this time left, and the duo jogged down it, Lisa slightly in front of Twilight.

She fired at a griffin in front of them but stopped midstride when Twilight yelped in surprise and terror.

'Chief!' Twilight cried. 'Help!'

The Spartan turned on her heel and saw two griffins, one struggling to keep hold of Twilight who was fighting for her life while also keeping hold of Spike, while the other fumbled with something in their claws.

Lisa recognised it for a grenade and guessed from the sudden expression of triumph, the griffin holding it had managed to prime the device.

Time seemed to slow.

Her body reacted without thought, bringing the battle rifle up into a firing position and, two shots later, dropped the two griffins, releasing Twilight but also causing the frag to drop and bounce. Lisa sprinted towards the Alicorn and grabbed hold of her leg, using her augmented strength to haul Twilight away from the frag grenade. In slow motion, Lisa saw Spike's body slip from beneath Twilight's wings and fall to the floor, right next to the grenade, and saw Twilight's head start to turn around and look.

Lisa knew that an M9 fragmentation grenade had a fuse of around three seconds after it came into contact with a solid surface. It had already bounced and come to rest when Lisa grabbed Twilight, giving her two seconds to put as much distance between them and the frag.

She shifted Twilight so her body was between the Alicorn and the grenade, meaning half a ton of shielded Spartan was in the way, then launched them into the air, tucking as much of Twilight in as she could to limit the chances a piece of shrapnel would hit her.

The grenade exploded and sent a shockwave flying outwards, propelling the tiny slivers of metal to subsonic speeds in all directions. Her shields took the brunt of it, draining to a quarter charge, but a sharp intake of breath from Twilight hinted that some had hit her and as the pair came in for a less than controlled landing, Lisa shifted her body so that it would touch the ground first.

They bounced once then came to a stop as time restarted and Lisa let go of Twilight. She got up and went to pick her battle rifle up, checking it for damage. There was none.

The two griffins who had tackled Twilight, and Spike's body, were little more than a bloody mess on the floor, feathers littering the whole thing, obliterated by the frag grenade.

Lisa turned to look at Twilight as she stood up, blood trailing from her front right leg, and hobbled to where the grenade had exploded.

'No.' Twilight whispered. 'No!' She rushed to the site and began frantically looking for any sign of the dragon, tears flowing freely from her eyes one again. She began sobbing in earnest when she realised there was nothing left. 'Spike.'

'Ma'am, we have to go.' Lisa said gently, pulling Twilight up off the floor and away from the mess. 'There's nothing more we can do.'

She expected Twilight to put up some kind of resistance, to object at leaving Spike behind, but Twilight mutely allowed Lisa to pull her up and take her out of the palace, repeatedly whispering no under her breath as she continued to cry.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** near the Griffin Kingdom capital, aboard captured Pelican dropship. 2027 Hours, January 12, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The Pelican came to life without any complaints as Lisa went through the start-up procedure, closing the rear hatch and feeding power to the engines. It was airborne within seconds and heading to Equestria soon after.

It had been tough getting from the palace to the Pelican, especially with Twilight near enough comatose and half the city looking for them, but with a good deal of luck and deep shadows, they had made it and joined Trixie.

She had seen to Twilight while Lisa went into the cockpit and got everything ready, using a First Aid kit to clean her wounds and dress them before wrapping the princess in a blanket.

Lisa set the Pelican on autopilot then headed aft into the troop compartment where Trixie and Twilight sat across from each other in silence.

'How is she?' Lisa asked, taking a seat next to Trixie. Twilight was just staring blankly ahead, not focusing on anything before her. The deck beneath her was wet from tears.

'Trixie doesn't know.' Trixie said. 'She hasn't said a word since she got here.' She looked at Lisa. 'What happened?'

'She lost Spike.' Lisa said. 'First when he was shot dead then, when she tried to bring his body home for a funeral, a grenade exploded next to him. There was nothing left to bring back, let alone identify.' She leaned back and let out a tired sigh. 'I think it was all too much for her to handle.'

Weariness crept up on Lisa and her eyes flickered for the briefest of seconds. 'How much sleep have you gotten, Trixie?'

'A few hours.' Trixie said.

'Good.' Lisa said. 'I need you to watch the control panel in the cockpit in case something goes wrong. If it does, you come and wake me as soon as you can. Okay?'

'Okay.' Trixie said.

'Thanks.' Lisa said. She settled down into her seat and closed her eyes, drifting off to sleep a few seconds later.
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Chapter Fifteen

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** aboard captured Pelican dropship, en route to Equestria. 2141 Hours, January 12, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

There was very little turbulence as the Pelican flew on, quietly following the course Lisa had programmed into the auto pilot with Trixie watching over the control panel for danger or trouble, leaving Lisa to catch up on her sleep in the troop bay.

She'd barely gotten any since jumping from the _Equestrian Trader _as it had sailed into port, most of her time spent walking to her destination or observing it ahead of an infiltration, and the slight shaking of the dropship did little to rouse her from slumber.

Opposite her, Twilight was still silently crying, gaze fixed dead ahead. The princess hadn't said anything since seeing Spike's body get reduced to a few bloody pieces but as a rough patch of air shook the Pelican, she swallowed and cleared her throat.

Lisa cracked one eye open and looked at her, then at the cockpit. Trixie was in the pilot's chair, watching the dials.

'How do you do it, Chief?' Twilight whispered to the Spartan, as if sensing she was now awake. 'How do you deal with seeing so much death and misery, losing the ponies you love, and yet be so... so calm about it all?'

Lisa stretched out and took her helmet off, rubbing her eyes, before focusing on Twilight. 'I just am, ma'am.' She said, standing up and stretching out fully, pressing her palms against the top of the troop bay. After a second or two of this, Lisa sat back down.

'But how?' Twilight asked. 'How can you look at a room full of dead bodies and feel nothing?'

'I don't feel 'nothing'.' Lisa said. 'I felt sorry for the ponies that had been killed, Spike too, and anger towards the person or persons who had done it. I just didn't display those feelings outwardly.' She folded her arms across her chest. 'My training taught me that letting emotions cloud your judgement results in failed missions and, more often than not, unnecessary deaths. You acknowledge those feelings then put them aside until an appropriate time comes to deal with them. Like now.'

'You don't seem too bothered that forty ponies died.' Twilight said. She sniffed and wiped some tears away. 'You look like you don't care.'

'That's because I'm not wasting time or energy displaying my anger or sorrow at their deaths, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'It won't bring them back. Instead, I'm using the time to plan how to get at the people who authorised the killing and saving the energy in case something happens that requires my immediate attention and offers no chance for adequate rest.'

'That's cold.' Twilight said.

'That's a Spartan.' Lisa said. 'We rationalise everything. Grieving over people we barely knew isn't as important as keeping someone else alive, so why do it?'

'Spike was my family.' Twilight said.

'But not mine.' Lisa countered. 'I didn't hatch him. I didn't live with him for years. I didn't even know him until a month ago and even then, we barely spoke. He was your family so you should be the one mourning him.'

'Then you could show me a little sympathy!' Twilight shouted as her tears began anew, dripping to the deck and staining it. 'I lost somepony close me and I can't even bury him.'

From the cockpit, Trixie glanced into the troop bay but a small shake of Lisa's head made her stay there.

'And that makes you special how?' Lisa asked quietly, glaring at Twilight. 'My parents were left to be burned by the Covenant. The Spartans I trained with, who I considered _my_ family, were left to be burned by the Covenant. Neither of them received a burial. Did I get any sympathy from anyone after the fact? No. Just hollow words said by people who've uttered them countless times before to hundreds of people like me. There was no warmth behind them, no actual sympathy. Just an automated response.'

'If you know what it feels like to not have anypony show you any sympathy, why don't you make up for it?' Twilight said, sniffing. Her nose had started to run which, combined with the tears, made her face a mess. 'Why don't you lift yourself above them and help somepony who can barely grasp what's happening to her?'

'Because that's not who I am.' Lisa said. 'I don't see someone upset and immediately go to offer my support. I check for danger then see about escorting them to someone who can help them with whatever problem they have. Giving them a shoulder to cry on is not my first thought.'

'But how can you just be like that?' Twilight said. Another patch of turbulence shook the Pelican. 'You think, you have feelings. How can you look at me and not feel some measure of sympathy?'

'I just don't, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'Spartans aren't known to be that sociable around non-Spartans and giving them emotional support is almost unheard of.' She picked up her helmet and put it on. 'That, and the notion of being sympathetic to an alien is a little hard for me to get my head around.' She stood up.

'What?' Twilight whispered. 'You're not showing any kind of sympathy because I'm _alien_?'

Lisa looked down at the pony. 'Humanity has been at war with an alien alliance that's trying its best to wipe us out for nearly twenty-eight years.' She said. 'Billions have died since the start and billions more will follow if and when they find the rest of the Inner Colonies and Earth. Everyone I've ever cared about was killed by an alien. So why, after all that, should I change my attitude towards them simply because you lost someone you loved? Why?'

'I'm not the Covenant.' Twilight said. 'I've not killed anypony you know.'

'Maybe.' Lisa said. 'But what about you and the griffins?'

'What about them?'

'They did knock you out and lock you up, and they may well have been the ones who killed Spike.' Lisa said. 'It might have been only a few but I can guarantee that from now on, no matter how nicely they greet you, you'll see them and think of Spike, lying dead in a griffin cell. Can you say with absolute honesty that you'll react the same around them?'

Twilight opened her mouth to speak but closed it a few seconds later.

'That's what I thought.' Lisa said. 'Maybe you'll get over it, maybe you won't. But I've had a lifetime of fighting aliens so don't expect a sudden reversal anytime soon.' She ducked into the cockpit and relieved Trixie, leaving the mare to give Twilight the support she wanted.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** aboard captured Pelican dropship, near the town of Ponyville. 1459 Hours, January 12, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

They gained a few hours flying back to Equestria, meaning it was mid-afternoon when the Pelican approached Ponyville.

A few Pegasi clearing the skies saw the dropship and flew towards it, not quite getting close but managing to see Lisa at the helm with Trixie behind her in the co-pilot seat. Twilight had sunken into her earlier comatose state after crying on Trixie's shoulder for close to an hour, blankly staring at the seats opposite her.

'Almost home, ma'am.' Lisa called out as she lost altitude. A small light began flashing on the control panel until she squelched it.

'What was that?' Trixie asked.

'Low fuel.' Lisa replied. 'We've got maybe five more minutes until this thing lands by itself.'

They dropped to a hundred metres from the ground, dodging around particularly tall trees, and headed straight for the town.

'Land at Sweet Apple Acres.' Twilight said from the door leading into the troop bay. Her eyes were swollen and snot trailed from her nose, long since dried.

'Yes, ma'am.' Lisa said, banking the aircraft towards Applejack's home and place of work.

The low fuel light came on again, flashing with greater urgency.

'Will this landing be, as you said when we first got into this thing, interesting?' Trixie asked.

'No.' Lisa said.

The engines began spluttering.

'Maybe.'

Trixie let out a faint 'oh no' as Sweet Apple Acres approached.

The captured Pelican managed to just clear the wooden picket fence that surrounded the farm when its engines finally shut down, the fuel gone.

'Brace yourselves.' Lisa said needlessly as Twilight and Trixie did just that, holding onto the closest thing.

With no power, the Pelican dropped the last thirty metres and hit the ground with a bone jarring thud, its momentum keeping it going through two henhouses before finally stopping just shy of the farmhouse's front door, nose pressing against the wooden surface.

Lisa shook off the impact and checked on the two passengers. Aside from some shakiness and a look of relief from Trixie, they were fine. She began undoing her restraints and powering down the electronics on the Pelican as both mares left the dropship once the ramp was lowered, gathering up her equipment.

A small crowd began forming outside, drawn by the low flying Pelican and its less than stellar landing, while a confused and startled Apple Bloom appeared at the farmhouse's door. Lisa nodded at the small filly as she stood up from the controls and headed aft, battle rifle clamped onto her back.

The crowd fell silent when Lisa appeared at the back of the Pelican, standing between Trixie and Twilight, and the Spartan mentally shrugged then went back inside to begin searching the dropship for supplies and ammo.

'What in tarnation is this thing?' Applejack's voice called out. 'Where did it come from?'

'The Griffin Kingdom.' Lisa said as she opened an overhead compartment and pulled out several MREs. 'It's called a Pelican.' She gathered an armful of the ready meals then dumped them near the rear opening where Applejack was walking towards.

The mare opened her mouth to speak but finally caught sight of Twilight and Trixie, the expression on her friend's face instantly capturing her full attention.

'Twi, what's wrong?' Applejack asked as Lisa unloaded another armful of MREs. 'Ya look-'

The rest was cut off as Twilight ran for the Earth pony and wrapped her in a tight embrace, her whole frame shaking from sobs. The other five materialised from the crowd, drawing nearer their friend as she continued to cry heavily.

Twilight let go of Applejack and moved from each pony to the next, hugging them as though her life depended on it.

'I love you.' She whispered to them all, oblivious to the still present crowd that surrounded them. 'I love you all like you were my family.' She sniffed and drew them all into a massive hug, sagging against them for support. 'I don't know what I'd do if anything happened to any of you.'

'We love you too, Twilight.' Applejack said as she continued to cry. 'You know that.' She tried to shush the mare as Rarity offered her a tissue to blow her nose with. 'What happened, Twi? Why are ya crying like this?'

Twilight didn't speak, letting out a choked cry and turned away from the question.

All eyes turned to Lisa as she finished stripping the Pelican of food and started on the onboard First Aid kits.

'Chief, what happened in the Griffin Kingdom?' Rainbow Dash asked.

'She was captured by the griffins.' Lisa said, checking over the contents of one box. 'They held her prisoner for a day or so before I rescued her.'

'What about Spike and the others?' Rarity asked, looking around. Trixie was using a trough of water to clean herself, finally washing away the grime from being held captive. 'Didn't you manage to rescue them as well?'

Lisa paused briefly and looked at the huddle of ponies surrounding Twilight. She went back to the box. 'They're dead, all of them. Even Spike.' She discarded an expired packet of bandages. 'Someone killed them all.'

The girls, with the exception of Twilight who just cried at the mention of her dead friend, fell silent at Lisa's news.

'No.' Rarity whispered, much like Twilight had done when Lisa told her the first time. 'Spikey-wikey?'

'Yes.' Lisa said. 'Him, the Royal Guards that went with us, the crew of the _Equestrian Trader, _even some pirates we took captive. They're all dead.'

'Oh, Twilight.' Rarity said as she embraced her friend, tears in both their eyes. 'I'm so, so sorry.'

The others followed suit, giving the princess their condolences. She thanked them in turn.

Lisa finished going through the medical supplies aboard the Pelican then sat down on one of the jump seats, drawing her battle rifle to check it over. Aside from some specks of dirt from her slog through the sewers underneath the palace, it was fine, as was her pistol. A quick count of her ammo revealed she had fifteen magazines for the rifle left and twelve for the pistol, two cans of C7 left and one satchel of C12. Enough for a firefight but not much if she planned on doing some major sabotage.

The crowd that had gathered was slowly dispersing, sensing that what was happening between the six ponies was personal but a few who had been close enough to hear Lisa's news came over and expressed their sympathy to Twilight before leaving.

Before too long, the yard was devoid of onlookers. Lisa idly wondered what her next move would be. Her priority would be to alert Colbert of the Insurrectionist's plans, request her remaining supplies be dropped to the planet, then see about returning to the Griffin Kingdom. It would be highly unlikely that the Equestrians would give her a trip and with the Pelican out of fuel, flying the dropship back was out of the question.

But, thinking back to the data she had pulled from Elisa's computer, the Innies would be coming to Equestria soon, albeit via a proxy in the shape of the Griffin Kingdom. All Lisa would have to do would be hitch a ride on one of the ships and it should take her back.

The problem with that, though, would be hiding on the ship for the duration of its voyage, some three weeks or more, provided there were any ships going back.

She could, however, simply engage the griffins as they arrived on Equestria, either stopping their assault cold or forcing them to bring in the Innies. They wouldn't bother with ships, instead using a fleet of Pelicans to deposit an army to deal with her.

Taking over a Pelican wouldn't be too hard, nor would flying it back to the Griffin Kingdom where she could disappear and become a vengeful demon. The issue would be leaving Equestria to do it.

They might fare well against the griffins but against firearms like the MA5B or BR55, Lisa doubted they'd last half as long.

Her thoughts were semi-broken when Big Macintosh, Apple Bloom and the Apple Family's oldest member, Granny Smith, finally came into the yard, forced to take the back door after Lisa had inadvertently blocked the front one. Winona followed them, tail wagging with every few steps, but went to hide behind Big Macintosh upon seeing Lisa.

'Is that a dragon?' Granny Smith asked, looking at the Pelican. 'Course, Ah ain't never seen me one of those big galoots before but if'n that be one, Ah wanna know what he's doin' sleeping in front of mah house.'

'No, Granny.' Apple Bloom said. 'It's not a dragon. It's, uh, a thing.'

'Pelican.' Lisa corrected. 'The UNSC uses it as means of getting troops and equipment around.'

'Why is it in front of mah house?' Granny Smith asked, shuffling up to the Spartan as she sat in the back.

'It ran out of fuel.' Lisa said. 'I would have parked it elsewhere but I didn't have the time or power to do so.'

'Well get it moved, young 'un.' Granny said. 'Can't be doin' with confangled doohickeys lyin' around mah farm.'

'Yes, ma'am.' Lisa said.

The wizened pony and her grandchildren then took notice of the five girls clustered around Twilight, seeing their sad expressions and tears, and began walking over, questions on their lips. Applejack opened her mouth to speak but Twilight began moving, disentangling herself from the group, and weaved her way to Big Macintosh, placing a firm kiss on the stallion's when she reached him, eyes closed.

She moaned when she took her lips away, whispering 'I love you' to the dumbstruck Earth pony who's expression was unreadable, before collapsing to the ground, asleep.

Lisa watched with detached interest as everyone else remained frozen in place, just as much caught off guard by Twilight's actions as Big Macintosh.

Fluttershy was the first to say anything, letting out a quiet 'Oh, my'.

'I was wondering when she'd do that.' Lisa said as Pinkie Pie went to examine Twilight.

'Ya'll knew she was gonna kiss mah brother?' Apple Bloom asked.

'No.' Lisa said. 'I meant collapse from the strain of everything she's gone through. She didn't get any sleep on the journey back here and it's been an upsetting day for her. I'm surprised she lasted this long.'

'You mean, you knew Twilight was going to pass out?' Rainbow Dash asked as Applejack and Pinkie Pie lifted the sleeping mare up and began taking her inside. Big Macintosh was still frozen in place.

Lisa nodded. 'It's not an uncommon reaction for people who've suffered considerable emotional trauma. It happened to me when my home was glassed.'

'Did you know she had a crush on Big Macintosh?' Fluttershy asked, walking up to the stallion.

'No.' Lisa said, shaking her head. 'I knew she liked someone in the town but that was about it.' When the remaining ponies looked at her, Lisa elaborated. 'She packed a book called _Love: All You Need to Know _for the voyage then asked me how I would approach someone I liked. I put two and two together and Princess Twilight admitted there was someone she liked as more than just a friend. I just never tried to guess who it might be.'

Applejack and Pinkie came back out.

'Ah put Twi in mah room.' Applejack said. 'Poor girl keeps cryin' in her sleep. Ah reckon we need to tell Princess Celestia and her parents about what happened.'

'But how?' Rarity whispered. 'Spikey is gone. It'll take days for us to get a message to Canterlot.'

'I can fly there and tell them myself.' Rainbow Dash said, taking off with a flap of her wings. 'It'll be faster than the mail.'

The others agreed and the Pegasus shot off in Canterlot's direction, leaving behind a faint sonic boom as she went. A second later, Lisa watched as a giant, rainbow coloured explosion suddenly appeared in mid-air. Judging by the lack of a surprised reaction from the others, this was entirely normal so she let it drop.

'Ya'll okay, Big Macintosh?' Applejack asked her brother.

'Uh, eeyup?' he managed, still staring straight ahead.

Lisa couldn't tell whether or not he was blushing. His red coat made it near impossible to distinguish. But, as she examined his face, there was more than just shock on his face. There was an undertone of awkwardness, too, and unease.

Applejack looked back at the farmhouse then returned to her brother. 'Twi doesn't know about you and Fluttershy, does she?'

'Nope.' The stallion said.

'Wait, you two are going out?' Pinkie said, walking over. Her mane was completely flat, like it had been when Lisa had had her panic attack at her welcome party, and the Spartan wondered if it reflected her mood. 'Since when?'

'A few days after Twilight left for the Griffin Kingdom.' Fluttershy said quietly, hiding behind her mane from Pinkie and Rarity's looks. 'But we aren't really, um, going out. We're just sort of, um, spending a lot of time talking at my house about what we like and maybe sometimes going for a meal together.'

'That's kind of what going out includes, Fluttershy.' Pinkie said. 'Right, Big Mac?'

'Eeyup.' He said. His expression became less shocked and took on a subtle hint of happiness at answering their question. Even Fluttershy smiled a little as she stepped closer to the stallion. Compared to everyone's saddened expression a few moments ago, the faint smile was almost dazzling.

It soon faded as quickly as it had come, the sombre atmosphere reasserting itself over the gathered ponies.

'Do ya think Twi's gonna take the news well?' Applejack asked quietly. 'That mah brother is with Fluttershy?'

'Any other day, maybe.' Rarity said. 'But after everything she's been through today?' She shook her head. 'It's anypony's guess.'

'Why? What's happened to Twilight?' Apple Bloom asked her sister. The small filly looked around, searching for something. 'Where's Spike?'

Applejack didn't answer, turning her head away from her sister.

'He's... gone, Apple Bloom.' Rarity said, tears began forming. 'Little Spikey-wikey is gone.'

'Gone where?'

'Someplace he ain't never coming back from, sis.' Applejack whispered. 'Spike is...' She trailed off, searching for the right words.

As she did, Lisa thought back to what she had read about the Elements of Harmony and the aspects of friendship that made it. Twilight and her five closest friends each represented a single part of it and if Lisa recalled correctly, Applejack was Honesty. If her recollection was correct, Lisa guessed the farmer was caught between telling the truth and trying to figure out a way to lessen the blow the news would have on Apple Bloom.

Applejack let out a sigh and trotted over to her younger sister, making the filly sit down.

'Spike's dead, sugarcube.' She whispered. 'Spike and everypony that went with Twi on her trip to the Griffin Kingdom. They're all dead, Apple Bloom.'

Incomprehension registered on the little filly's face first, followed by shock and disbelief. But as Apple Bloom looked at the other ponies and their expressions, the news began sinking in and the tears started to flow.

Lisa took her helmet off and began searching through the MREs from the Pelican, selecting two, and began setting up a small stove to cook them with. She ducked out of the dropship and headed to the trough Trixie had used to wash herself with. The mare herself was sat beneath a tree, a distant look on her face, and gave a vague nod of her head as Lisa passed her by.

She returned to the troop bay and began boiling the water as Applejack held Apple Bloom as the younger pony cried.
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Chapter Sixteen

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, Sweet Apple Acres. 1619 Hours, January 12, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

It was well over an hour before Celestia arrived and Lisa used that time to wolf down an MRE and get some more sleep, rousing herself from slumber at the sound of powerful wings being flapped cutting through the air, faintly at first but growing louder with each passing moment.

Lisa cracked her eyes opened then stretched, letting out a yawn, before standing and walking out of the Pelican's troop bay. She looked in the general direction of the noise and saw two chariots flying towards the farm. One carried Celestia and Luna and the other had Rainbow Dash and two unknown unicorns for passengers. She guessed they were Twilight's parents.

The chariots came in to land, gently touching down amidst the debris of the hen houses, and the five ponies dismounted and began heading for the farmhouse. Applejack appeared and directed them to the back door. Lisa's Pelican was still blocking the front door.

Celestia lagged behind slightly, angling towards the Spartan.

'I wish to speak with you afterwards, Chief.' Celestia said when she drew closer.

'Of course, ma'am.' Lisa said, nodding her head once.

The Alicorn nodded her head as well, leaving Lisa to go into the house alongside her sister who had waited.

Lisa watched them go then returned to the Pelican, setting up her stove to make a cup of coffee.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, Sweet Apple Acres. 1701 Hours, January 12, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Celestia emerged from the farmhouse looking downtrodden and weary with Luna close behind, both Alicorns heading to the Pelican where Lisa was sat, silently watching them.

She stood and met them halfway.

'Thank you, Spartan, for rescuing Twilight Sparkle.' Celestia said when they met. 'If you hadn't been there, I don't know what they would have done to her.'

'It was nothing, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'I was simply doing my job.' She paused then turned to Luna. 'Moonlight is dead.'

'I know.' Luna said quietly. 'When Rainbow Dash said that the entire crew of the _Equestrian Trader _had been killed... Did he suffer? Did any of them?'

'I don't know, ma'am.' Lisa answered. 'I only gave the bodies a brief examination. I didn't have enough time to fully look at their wounds. He still thought of you, if it's any consolation.'

'It is, Chief. Thank you.' Luna said. She excused herself and walked off, leaving Lisa and Celestia alone.

'Luna remembers all of her lovers and mourns their deaths.' Celestia said after several seconds of silence, answering a question Lisa hadn't even thought of asking. 'No matter how short their relationship was, she always remembers them.'

'If you say so, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'What are you going to do about the bodies of Moonlight, Sparrow and the others? The griffins still have them.'

'I'll try to secure their release.' Celestia said. She sighed then began heading to an isolated part of the farm. 'Walk with me, Spartan.'

Lisa complied, falling in behind the Alicorn.

'Why did the griffins kill those ponies?' she asked once they were in one of the orchards that covered Sweet Apple Acres. 'Why would they so callously kill forty ponies and kidnap Twilight Sparkle?'

'They're in league with a faction called the Insurrection.' Lisa said, keeping pace with the princess. 'Twilight was to be used as leverage against you do as they wanted. Everyone else on the ship was considered expendable and not needed, so they were killed off rather than be kept prisoner.'

'But why? Why would they need to have a way of making me do what they wanted?'

'Because war is coming, ma'am.' Lisa said, causing Celestia to pause mid-step. 'Some members of the Griffin Royal Family feel they're looked down on by you and the Insurrectionists exploited this. They've managed to convince the griffin king to build up an army, helping him train it and supplied them all with human weapons. In exchange, the griffins will forcibly remove you from power to let the Insurrectionists take control of Equestria, promising to treat the Griffin Kingdom as equals.'

'How can you be sure of this?' Celestia asked.

'I found plans detailing it and interrogated an Innie officer when I rescued Trixie.' Lisa produced her data pad with all the information she had downloaded from Elisa's computer, bring the data up for Celestia to read.

After several false starts, the Alicorn finally found a way to operate the touch screen and read through the outline of the plan. Her mouth opened and closed several times then finally compressed into a thin line as Celestia handed the data pad back.

'How do we stop this?' she asked as Lisa stowed the electronic device away.

'By fighting fire with fire.' Lisa said as they resumed walking. 'You need to form and build up an army to rival and counter the griffin one. The griffins may have the advantage of their forces being already trained and equipped but they have to cross an ocean to get here. Logistics will be slow for them but you have the home field advantage. Supplies can be delivered as soon as they're created.'

'Equestria has never needed an army before.' Celestia said as they came out of the trees and stopped on the brow of a hill. Ponyville lay before them and in the distance, Lisa could make out the shape of Canterlot some sixty miles away. 'Yes, we've faced threats before but they've never called for something like that.'

'Well you need one now, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'It needs to be large, equipped with weapons, and capable of moving from place to place quickly. And, if the need arises, it should to be able to kill another living creature.'

'Will that really be necessary?'

'Ma'am, the griffins have already killed forty ponies and Spike, all of them unarmed and trapped with nowhere to run.' The Spartan said evenly. 'If they can willingly kill prisoners, an armed enemy soldier is going to be no objection. Your force needs to be able to meet the enemy on equal footing.'

Celestia sighed and sat, looking out at the nearby town and distant capital. 'How can I ask them to do that?' she asked quietly. 'How can I ask them to take up arms against an enemy, to kill, when they've never do anything like it before?'

'Tell them that the alternative is to be enslaved or possibly killed themselves.' Lisa said. 'The Innies won't be complacent sharing this space with you. They'll want as much land as they can get and all its resources. Some unarmed ponies with protest signs will do little to dissuade them. If that doesn't motivate them, you could always wait until Manehatten gets overrun along with any other port cities on the east coast. The threat of invasion doesn't work quite as well as actually being invaded as a motivator.'

'Is that where they'll strike first?' Celestia said, glancing at the Spartan. 'All of our ports?'

Lisa nodded. 'The Griffin Army will be coming in by boat and ship, and while they could make landfall at any open stretch of beach, pre-existing docks will ease the offloading process and give them a readymade foothold. That's where I would begin my attack if I were in their position.'

'I suppose you know the best way to defend the ports from attack?'

'Yes, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'Given your level of technology, cannons should be placed along the entrances to the docks along with island forts, also armed with cannons, with minefields in certain stretches of water to deter and force enemy ships into range of the emplacements. Coordinated cannon fire, combined with mortar attacks, should be enough to either severely cripple most ships and kill a large majority of their crews, if not destroy them completely. Incendiary shots would be a good option due to the wooden construction of the griffin's ships but really, anything that can punch a hole through a wooden hull will be effective shot.'

'And how long would it take to implement such a defensive network?'

'Unknown.' Lisa said. 'Humanity hasn't had to use cannons or cannonballs in warfare for nearly six hundred years. At minimum, you'll have three weeks to set up defences due to the time it takes to cross the North Faustian Ocean.'

'During which, we would have to design and build these cannons, port defences and train ponies in their use.' Celestia said sullenly.

'We can provide the designs, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'The _Shadow Boxer _will have access to historical documents and designs. Besides, a cannon is essentially a long reinforced tube firing a heavy metal ball using gunpowder as propellant. They're relatively simple to build.'

'But three weeks is hardly enough time to build up our defences.' Celestia said. 'For all we could know, the griffins are coming for us right now.'

'In which case, you need to begin building this army of yours.' Lisa said. 'Before it's too late.'

'I'll need to think it over, Spartan.' Celestia said, rising.

'Of course, ma'am.' Lisa said.

They turned to head back to the farmhouse when a low rumble sounded throughout the air, prompting both to look up and try and find what the source was.

Celestia spotted it first, a single speck in the sky that was moving steadily towards the ground. Lisa looked at it and activated the zoom in her helmet, the object seeming to jump closer. It was oblong with a black-grey colouration and a blunt front end that began developing an orange glow as it fell.

A rock formed in the bottom of Lisa's stomach when she realised what the object was and after tracing its path to calculate where it would land, the rock turned into a continent.

'Down!' she yelled, tackling Celestia to the ground so they were both facing away from the missile as it headed for Canterlot. 'Cover your head and close your eyes, and don't open them until I say so.'

'What?' Celestia began to say but Lisa just repeated her orders, forcing the Alicorn's head into the dirt.

'Cover your head and close your eyes!' Lisa shouted, doing just that. She wrapped her arms protectively around her head and squeezed her eyes tight shut, manually turning the polarisation on her visor to maximum, bracing ahead of the inevitable detonation.

The missile was a Shiva-class nuke, the UNSC's primary ship-based thermonuclear weapon that could be mounted on either a missile or carried by a Longsword starfighter. Modern devices had a yield of between fifty and seventy megatons, capable of decimating UNSC fleets, and even the older bombs had a TNT equivalent to nearly forty megatons which the Insurrection most likely had in their possession.

After what seemed like hours but could have only been seconds, the missile finally came into contact with its target and detonated.

The first sign that the bomb had detonated was a sudden and huge spike in temperature, so high that it made Lisa's shields flare and drain to a quarter charge. Accompanying this was an intense bright light that crept in at the corners of the Spartan's visor despite her facing away from the blast with both arms wrapped around her head, face down with her tint at maximum. She could see it even with her eyes closed.

A dread silence then filled the air and Lisa could hear the laboured breathing of Celestia next to her, and she idly wondered if the princess had received any burns from the initial blast. Thermonuclear weapons, depending on the size, could inflict third-degree burns across massive distances, even blind people unfortunate enough to be looking in the general direction of one going off.

'It's not over yet.' Lisa whispered to the Alicorn, waiting for the follow up shock wave.

More seconds passed, tense and filled with dread, before a violent rumbling began shaking the ground ahead of an ear splitting roar as the shock wave from the detonation finally washed over the two prone figures, buffeting them with two-hundred mile an hour winds and uprooting several dozen trees in the process. Lisa just kept her head down, presenting as small a target as possible to avoid being struck by any flying debris.

The shaking seemed to go on forever before slowly dying down.

When it finally stopped, Lisa raised her head cautiously and toned down her polarisation, taking in her new surroundings. Hardly any trees remained upright, the few survivors stripped of their branches and charred, and a deathly silence permeated everything.

She rose to one knee, her gaze drawn to the farmhouse. Its roof had been torn off, along with a large portion of the upper floor, leaving a jagged hole in its place. Her Pelican had been flipped over, missing what remained of the house by some miracle, and now lay upside down half a kilometre away.

Beside her, Celestia began stirring, prompting the Spartan to check her over. There were deep second and third degree burns covering her flank, marring the princesses' otherwise immaculate coat, and patches of feathers had been torn from her wings.

'Ma'am?' Lisa said, breaking the silence. 'Are you okay?'

'Yes, I...I think so.' Celestia said. She shakily got to her hooves, back legs quivering from either pain or adrenaline, and stared out over the devastation that was Sweet Apple Acres. 'What caused all this?'

'Shiva-class thermonuclear bomb.' Lisa said. 'Yield of forty plus megatons worth of TNT.'

'Why would- _Who _could use such a device?' Celestia whispered, catching sight of the farmhouse.

Lisa wondered how many people inside had been injured. 'The Innies, ma'am. They're the only ones present that have missiles to launch.' Several fires had taken hold in some parts but were small enough that they could be put out easily enough. Lisa turned around and examined Ponyville.

The small town had suffered worse than the farm, due in part to its closer proximity but mostly because most of the houses, barring the town hall and a select few other buildings, were constructed from wood with thatched roofs. Hay and timbers littered the streets where dazed, confused, and injured ponies drifted aimless amidst the destruction.

She raised her eyes to Canterlot.

'Why would they use such a device on-' Celestia began to say but stopped midsentence when she joined Lisa in looking at Canterlot.

At least, where it had once been.

There was nothing but a gaping hole in the side of the mountain it had once been attached to, a huge mushroom cloud steadily rising from the spot high into the air. As the pair looked on, a piece of the mountain side broke off and fell, disappearing from view when it landed.

'Oh, no.' Celestia whispered, taking an involuntarily step towards the cloud. 'It-It's gone. It's all gone.' She took another step but Lisa placed a firm hand on her chest, stopping her.

'There's nothing you can do.' She said. 'The bomb wiped everything out, leaving only radiation behind. All you'll find up there is fallout and trust me, you don't want that.'

'There must be some survivors.' Celestia said.

Lisa just looked at the crater that had once been Canterlot. There was nothing left from the city, not even a stone from the castle. Anything that hadn't been vaporised would have fallen the hundreds of metres to the ground below.

'There won't be, ma'am. The city suffered a direct hit from a nuke. Nothing can survive that.' She said. She looked over her shoulder at the farmhouse, then at Ponyville. 'Come on, we need to check on the others.'
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Lisa picked her way carefully through the debris that littered the outside of the farmhouse, taking care to avoid the dead chickens that had been pulverised by the shockwave, and drew closer to the front door.

From inside she could hear several of the ponies crying.

She brought up her armour's built in Geiger counter, watching the background radiation levels closely. They seemed to be staying low and Lisa was happy to note that being near to Celestia and Twilight wasn't messing with that particular sensor, a must have now that fallout would soon be raining down on Equestria.

The mushroom cloud had eventually peaked at a height of an estimated thirty-five miles, inside Faustia's mesosphere. Eventually, the cloud would disperse and the radioactive materials it contained would come down on Equestria. Where they landed would depend on the wind.

Lisa pushed the front door to the house open and stepped inside. All of the windows she could see had been smashed, shards of them littering the floor that crunched beneath the Spartan's boot. Celestia followed her in, mindful of the sharp edges. Splinters of wood covered the floor as well.

'Where's the nearest hospital that can deal with mass burns, lacerations, and psychological trauma?' Lisa asked, heading towards the cries.

Celestia began to say Canterlot but stopped herself. 'Baltimare.' She said instead. 'It has the second- _first _biggest hospital in all of Equestria.'

'You'll need to get word to them to start organising some kind of relief effort.' Lisa said. 'Ponyville is going to be in an even worse state than this.'

The princess said nothing, following the Spartan's slow pace as she walked to the stairs, taking them to the ruined top floor.

None of the walls were any higher than Lisa's head and the mushroom cloud was clearly visible as it towered into the sky. Lisa gave it a brief glance then zeroed in on the ponies, finding them in what had once been Applejack's room.

A large chunk of the wall was gone and glass littered the floor, carelessly swept to one side. Lisa spotted smears of blood on some shards.

All of the ponies, with the exception of Luna, were clustered in a loose huddle around the Apple family members who themselves were sat around the still form of Granny Smith. Lisa couldn't seen any rising or falling of her chest and judging by the expressions on Applejack and Big Macintosh's faces, their grandmother had died during the explosion, the shock of it too much for her frail frame to withstand.

Aside from lacerations from the flying glass, Lisa counted only three other major injuries.

Apple Bloom, Twilight's father, and Pinkie Pie had all been blinded by the detonation. Their eyes were clouded over and bled a little, adding to the shell shocked and distant looks on everyone's faces.

Lisa looked at Celestia, seeing an appalled expression on the princesses' face.

'Wh-Where's Luna?' she finally said after doing a head count and coming up one short. 'Did she come back?'

Applejack shook her head and pulled Apple Bloom closer, trying to soothe the scared filly.

Celestia turned to Lisa who simply nodded and went back the way they'd come, jogging down the stairs before sprinting towards the section of farm she'd seen Luna head towards.
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She found her half an hour later, pinned beneath a fallen tree a mile from the farmhouse.

Lisa skidded to a halt beside the princess, hand already dipping for her trauma kit, as she assessed the Alicorn's wounds.

The left side of her face, including her eye, had at least a third degree burn while along her cheek and forehead Lisa could see the underlying bone. Her hind legs were crushed beneath a particularly heavy looking tree.

'Chief.' Luna said weakly upon seeing the Spartan. 'What happened? Why can't I feel my face?'

'You've been injured, ma'am.' Lisa said as she pulled out some bandages, gently applying them to Luna's burns. The mare didn't even flinch, her good eye watching Lisa work with confusion and bewilderment. Lisa guessed a concussion was possible as well.

She secured the dressing them moved herself to examine the tree and what it had damaged. She couldn't see either of Luna's hooves on the other side, suggesting they were fully trapped beneath.

'Can you feel your legs?' Lisa asked, eyeing up the tree but doubted she'd be able to even lift it a fraction off the ground.

'No.' Luna said. 'And my back feels weird. Is that normal?'

'Sometimes.' Lisa said, running through Luna's injuries in her head. Third and fourth degree burns on half of her face and one eye, a possible concussion, possible spinal injury and both back legs completely crushed, not to mention the high possibility of internal bleeding. All things Lisa couldn't treat with just her basic medical supplies and knowledge. Luna needed proper medical attention and quickly.

'Where is everypony?' Luna asked.

'Nearby, ma'am.' Lisa said. She rooted through her kit and brought out a canister of biofoam, debating on whether to use it or not. If there was internal bleeding, the expanding foam would slow or stop it long enough for proper medical attention to make it to Luna. However, the polymer was designed for human bodies, not alien ponies, and Lisa didn't know if it would have some unforeseen side effect on Luna.

Luna looked at the tree keeping her in place. 'Am I going to die?'

Lisa primed the canister. 'Not if I can help it.' She said, kneeling beside Luna. She found a deep open wound and inserted the tip of the applicator inside, triggering it.

The medical polymer quickly filled the empty spaces in Luna's body, hardening and forming a temporary and possibly life saving bandage.

Luna gasped in pain briefly but let out a relieved sigh as the painkillers took effect, numbing whatever pain she may have felt.

'I'm just going to get someone to help me move this tree.' Lisa said to Luna, making sure the princess was listening. 'And I'm going to get a doctor so they can help you get better. While I'm gone, I need you to stay calm. Okay?'

'Okay, Chief.' Luna said. 'I will.'

Lisa patted Luna gently on the shoulder then took off back to the farmhouse, jumping over fallen trees as a keen screeching cut through the air. She stopped and looked up, hoping against hope that it wasn't another nuke, this one intended for Ponyville.

Instead, to her somewhat relief, she saw it wasn't another Shiva missile but thirty individual streaks of light. Archer missiles, the UNSC's primary ship-to-ship weapon after the MAC cannon.

Nowhere near as devastating as the nuclear weapon or the mass driver but as Lisa watched, the thirty high explosive weapons had little difficulty tearing through the wooden structures of Ponyville.
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The missile strike lasted less than a minute, ripping through Ponyville like it was paper, and once the last explosion died down the screams of the town's inhabitants began filling the air.

Lisa noted with relief that the hospital was untouched and that personnel were already pouring out, carrying medical equipment with them to treat the wounded. She turned away and flat out sprinted to the farmhouse, passing Rarity on the way who was screaming her sister's name at the top of her lungs. A small part of Lisa hoped the filly was lucky enough to be unharmed.

She ran into the house and bounded up the stairs three at a time, skidding to an abrupt halt in Applejack's room where everyone inside looked up at her arrival.

'Luna, is she-?' Celestia began to say but Lisa cut her off.

'She's hurt about a mile to the southwest.' The Spartan said. 'Burns to the left side of her face, possible internal bleeding and both her back legs are crushed beneath a tree. I'll take you to her then go and get a doctor. Whatever you do, don't move the tree. It'd run the risk of causing shock.'

Alarm, fear and concern played across her face but Celestia jumped to her hooves without a second's hesitation, following Lisa as she led her back to Luna.

'What were those things that fell on Ponyville?' she asked. 'More Shiva missiles?'

'Archers.' Lisa said. 'Primarily ship-to-ship missiles but can be used for attacking ground targets. I think whoever is in charge is putting on a show of force.'

They leapt over a fallen tree.

'Why?' Celestia asked, panting slightly. 'Why do you think this was a show of force and not a deliberate attack?'

'Because you and your sister give off an energy reading that can be detected from space.' Lisa said. 'The Innies, having lost their original bartering chip, are probably resorting to a backup plan which, in essence, is to try and make you cower into surrender. By showing you how easily they can destroy your towns and cities, they're showing you it would be futile to try and resist them.

'They were probably waiting for you to leave Canterlot to destroy it.' She continued. 'I can only assume that bombarding Ponyville with Archer missiles was to reinforce that message.'

'Are you saying they destroyed two cities, killed tens of thousands of civilians, just to intimidate us?' Celestia said quietly though the tone of her voice was laden with anger. For the briefest of moments her mane turned solid gold and a brief wave of heat rolled off her, hot enough to make Lisa's shields flare.

'Possibly.' Lisa said when Celestia's hair went back to normal.

Celestia said nothing, her mouth compressing into a thin line, as they approached Luna.

The moment they saw the trapped Alicorn, Celestia rushed to her sister's side.

'Remember, don't move the tree.' Lisa said to Celestia. 'I'll bring a doctor as soon as I can.'

'Yes, go.' Celestia said. 'Hurry.'

Lisa nodded and ran to Ponyville.
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Ponyville looked worse up close than it did from afar.

None of the structures were intact. At the very least, the roof was gone. At worst, there was nothing left but the foundation. Pieces of wall, piles of hay, wooden beams, and shards of glass littered the streets, creating a hellish route for anyone not wearing foot protection.

No one, however, seemed to be taking any notice.

Everywhere Lisa looked, she saw ponies sifting through the debris of fallen houses with distant looks in their eyes or were crying, holding the bloodied corpses of friends and families. In more than a few cases, all that remained of the deceased was half their body, their intestines hanging out.

Some ponies were just staring blankly at nothing and on closer inspection, the Spartan saw that they had been blinded by the nuclear explosion. Everyone seemed to ignore them, focusing on the more pressing matters of searching for survivors and extinguishing a series of fires that had started up.

She saw a little filly, no more than a toddler in human terms, crying for her parents in the middle of the street. No one stopped to comfort her, even move her out of the way. They just avoided the little filly. She had been blinded, too.

Lisa felt anger well up inside of her, at the ponies for simply leaving the foal where she was, and at whoever had launched the missiles that had done this. Tens of thousands killed, ponies crippled and psychologically scarred for life, dozens, if not hundreds, of orphans or families torn apart. There was no justification for it.

A pony finally came along and picked up the foal, carrying it off somewhere. It was still crying.

Suppressing her anger, Lisa carried on with her search for a doctor, passing by Sugarcube Corner. It had been levelled completely, as was Golden Oaks Library. Only a hollowed out stump and dozens of burnt branches remained of the tree.

Smoke was starting to drift from many of the desolated buildings, the fires caused by the missile strike, adding a slowly but surely growing hellish feel to the place even though the sun was out but it would set within another hour so, less if the mushroom cloud from Canterlot drifted in front of it.

Then Ponyville really would be hell. Despondent, shell-shocked citizens surrounded by the ruins of their once proud town, sifting through the wreckage to find their dead, with the scent of smoke in the air. A far cry from the usually vibrant and upbeat demeanour that had radiated from everything and everyone.

Running down what had been the main street, Lisa looked down each of the side-streets in hopes of spotting a doctor or nurse.

After four minutes, Lisa found one.

She was in the middle of a huddle of ponies clustered next to the remains of a house. Several ponies, unicorns mainly, were trying to move some debris to get at something and as Lisa jogged closer, she could hear the frightened screams of a colt.

'Spartan, a little help please?' the mare said, catching sight of Lisa. 'There's a colt underneath all this but we can't quite get to him. This beam is too heavy.'

'Yes, ma'am.' Lisa said, moving to grab one end of the massive wooden beam. She tensed then used her augmented strength to lift it clear, helped by the unicorns who used levitation spells to haul the other end up high enough for the doctor to reach in and grab the colt, a Pegasus. A piece of wood, maybe half an inch across, had imbedded itself through one wing, pinning it to his side, and blood trailed from the wound.

Once the colt was free, Lisa and the unicorns let the beam fall back down. When it settled, the unicorns ran to another part of town, no doubt looking for more survivors.

Lisa knelt next to the doctor as she began examining the wound.

'Okay, let's see what we're dealing with here.' She murmured, her horn beginning to glow. A beam of light spread from the tip and gently swept over the crying colt's flank. Where the beam shone, the pony's coat seemed to vanish, showing his skeleton.

Lisa could see each bone in his wing, as well as the splinter that had it pinned. It was three or so inches long and had missed the bones, hitting flesh only, and was lodged between two of the colt's ribs.

The doctor adjusted her spell and instead of bones, it showed the internal organs. The tip of the branch was just touching a lung, not enough to puncture it but enough to rub against and cause bleeding.

'Am I- Am I going to be alright?' the colt half whispered, half cried. Tears were running from his eyes, from fear and from pain.

'Yes, of course you are.' The doctor said gently. 'You're a very lucky pony. It's just a scratch. Nothing a brave colt like you can't handle.' She levitated some bandages and tweezers from a nearby medical bag. 'Now this is going to hurt a little bit. I'm going to try and ease the wood out, and I need you to keep as still as possible for me. Can you do that for me?'

The colt sniffed. 'I'll try.'

'Good.' The doctor said as she wrapped her magic around the splinter and began gently pulling. 'Here we go.'

Slowly, and with deliberate movements, the doctor eased the wood from the wound, stopping every time the colt whimpered in pain, then resumed after calming him down.

Once the splinter was out, she discarded it and placed a temporary dressing over the wound in the pony's flank and another over the hole in his wing.

'See?' she said, securing the bandages in place. 'That wasn't so bad.' She turned to Lisa. 'Could you give me a hand getting him to the hospital? He's going to need more proper medical attention.'

'Yes, doctor.' Lisa said, scooping the colt up, taking care to not disturb his wounds. 'Afterwards, I need you to come with me. There are wounded at Sweet Apple Acre who need immediate medical attention.'

'And there are dozens more who need me here in Ponyville.' The doctor said as they began half jogging, half running to the hospital. 'Everypony has some kind of wound needing attention. I can't just leave a town full of ponies that have four inches of glass lodged halfway into their chests to deal with a dozen or so out on-'

'Princess Luna is the one in need of your help.' Lisa said, interrupting. 'She was crushed by a tree and has third and fourth degree burns on the left side of her face with possible internal bleeding and spinal injuries. Everyone else at Sweet Apple Acres has minor lacerations while three were blinded. I've done what I can to stabilise the princess but she needs proper medical care.'

'Which we can't provide.' The doctor said as they came onto the road leading up to the hospital. Throngs of ponies were making their way up it already. Some sported their own injuries while others carried limp forms on their backs. 'Ponyville General doesn't have the training or equipment to deal with anything other than moderate wounds like a broken limbs or mild internal bleeding. Anything more serious than that gets sent to Canterlot or Baltimare.'

The hospital came into view. Like most of Ponyville, it had been damaged by the shockwave sent out by the nuke. Windows were missing and parts of the roof had been torn off. Unlike the unfortunate town, it had been spared the follow up missile attack and now ponies flocked to it, creating chaos in the land before it as nurses and doctors made their way through the mass of flesh, tending to whatever wounds they could as quickly as possible.

It reminded Lisa of a triage where the patients and wounded were categorised by their wounds, the severity dictating how soon they needed to be treated. Only instead of trained and experienced corpsmen or doctors with years of dealing with amputations, burns and massive internal damage, ponies that had never seen anything worse than a deep cut from a cooking accident or a broken limb from a fall were having to deal with the aftermath of a missile attack and with so many patients that they had nowhere to send them.

'With Canterlot gone,' the mare beside Lisa said forlornly as a nurse came over and took the colt from the Spartan, depositing him with a group of similarly scared and wounded foals. 'It'd take at least two hours for a flyer to get to Baltimare and another three for everything to be organised. We'd be looking at around twelve hours before relief efforts would even begin to arrive.'

'The princess may not have that long.' Lisa said. 'What I did will only hold up for a few hours at most. She needs someone more qualified than me and is familiar with pony anatomy.' She looked at the doctor. 'All you'd have to do is stop any internal bleeding that's present long enough for relief efforts to arrive.'

'I don't want to leave them, though.' The doctor said, pointing at the mass of patients.

'Then work quickly.' Lisa said. 'But you need to come with me.'
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The doctor finally relented and followed Lisa, quickly moving Celestia out of the way to examine Luna.

While she was doing this, Lisa headed for the overturned Pelican and retrieved her battle rifle from the wreckage. Its scope had been smashed but other than some scuffs and a ding on the butt stock, it was fine.

Lisa clamped it onto her back, glad to have her primary weapon in place. If the Insurrection had nuked Canterlot and bombed Ponyville, the possibility of them landing troops in force was high.

She looked up as Rainbow Dash took off for Baltimare, leaving behind a rainbow coloured explosion and sonic boom. As the fastest flyer, she could shave hours off the estimated time it would take for help to arrive from Baltimare.

Another sound, this one of a rumbling, made her crane her neck skyward, once again hoping it wasn't a Shiva nuke or another salvo of Archer missiles.

To her immense relief, it was neither a Shiva missile or an Archer, but the _Shadow Boxer_'s remaining drop pods coming in to land.

There were eight of them in total, each glowing from re-entry, and all eight deployed their parachutes as was normal for an SOEIV insertion, along with their braking rockets.

They made a staggered touchdown, spread all across Ponyville, and Lisa began making her way towards the closest one.

It had touched down in the middle of a house, smashing through the top floor before slamming to a halt on the bottom floor.

Lisa approached it then stood to one side as the door primed itself then was blown off, the explosive bolts firing. Inside was ammo, food, and medical supplies, along with an intact battle rifle which the Spartan quickly swapped for her damaged one.

She began reaching for some of the ammo when a metal case taped to the seat caught her eye.

Tearing it off, Lisa opened the case to find a data crystal chip nestled in protective foam padding.

Once she slotted it into one of two data ports on her helmet, Lisa found that the chip contained a video message from Commander Colbert.

'_Spartan, if you're watching this then it means we're gone.' _Colbert began, sat behind her desk with both hands clasped in front of her and a composed expression on her face. '_I made the decision to jump back to Earth the moment we saw an Innie ship drop a nuke on Canterlot. It was inexcusable and tantamount to an act of war against the Equestrians, made worse when they fired upon Ponyville as well._

'_It'll be several months before we return and in that time, I am authorising you to do whatever you see fit to stop these bastards cold. Shoot them, burn them, break them, I don't care which. They lost the right to mercy the moment they condemned an innocent city to nuclear annihilation._

'_We launched all your remaining supplies before jumping and I've packed two HAVOK warheads into the pods as well. You have my authority to use them if you wish. The codes to detonate them are attached to this file and have been uploaded to your armour._

'_Do not let Equestria fall, Spartan. That's an order.'_

The video finished and a transfer complete message appeared on Lisa's HUD, indicating the nuclear detonation codes had been successfully stored.

She ejected the data crystal then crushed it to dust. While she could erase the contents from it, including the detonation does, there was always a chance someone could recover the data electronically. By crushing it, the data would be lost forever.

Lisa dumped the fragments onto the floor then further crushed them with her boot before turning to strip the drop pod of its contents, idly wondering where to store her remaining supplies.

Her first thought was Golden Oaks Library but that had been obliterated. Sweet Apple Acres was in a poor state, too, and she didn't think the Apple family would want to play host now that Granny Smith was dead and Apple Bloom blinded.

In fact, she didn't know if Ponyville would continue to be inhabited. None of the buildings were intact and most of the citizens were badly injured in some way, shape or form. Then there was the dead to consider.

Would the citizens of Ponyville rebuild, or leave?

To rebuild the town would be a massive undertaking. Every structure was damaged to a certain degree, in some cases completely demolished, and while the work was being done they'd have to stay in temporary shelters for however long it took to put everything back together.

Lisa mentally shrugged as she packed her rucksack with as much as possible, leaving more than a third of the supplies still in the pod. For now, she'd set up wherever the princesses were. But before that, she'd have to find a way or carrying all her supplies and equipment around.

She ducked out of the house in search of a wagon.
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Lisa slowly walked along the perimeter of the hospital's grounds, battle rifle in her hands, watching for trouble.

The doctors of Ponyville General had finally managed to treat everyone, or at least get them stable enough so that they could stay alive until Baltimare's help arrived, and the final body count was in.

Fully half of Ponyville had been killed outright by the missiles or by shrapnel damage, while only a third of the ponies that remained had light wounds. Everyone else had anything from deep lacerations to missing limbs.

They had all relocated from the town to the hospital, huddling together for warmth, but between the missile strike and the loss of life, tensions were running high and a number of fights had broken out, only to be broken up by Lisa if she happened to be nearby.

She finished her sweep of the southern edge and headed for the eastern flank where a number of ponies had set up ad hoc shelters, including everyone from Sweet Apple Acres minus the princesses and Rainbow Dash.

They were all clustered together, either asleep or staring blankly at nothing, trying to process everything that had happened.

The Apple family were all sat around Apple Bloom who had bandages over her eyes, Winona lying next to the sleeping filly. Fluttershy was beside Big Macintosh, both of them asleep.

Along from them was Pinkie Pie, her eyes covered by bandages as well, sat with Rarity and Sweetie Belle. The filly had escaped from the Archer attack unharmed. The same couldn't be said for the Cakes. All four had been in Sugarcube Corner when it was destroyed, torn apart by the explosions or crushed by falling debris. Pinkie Pie and Sweetie Belle were fast asleep, sharing a blanket while Rarity watched over them both. She nodded to Lisa who nodded back and walked on.

A few metres on was Twilight Sparkle and her parents. All three were asleep though Twilight kept turning in her sleep, mumbling and crying.

Lisa moved on, leaving them all behind, and continued her patrol.

There were two more fights she had to break up but for the most part, everyone was too tired to stir up trouble and were either asleep or staring at nothing, and the Spartan began heading for Sweet Apple Acres, passing by her cart full of supplies.

She had found the cart abandoned in the street and took it, visiting each of the drop pods and stripping them of everything, including the two nukes. Those were buried at the bottom of the cart.

A yawn crept up and Lisa let it out, not seeing the point in trying to suppress it. She'd barely gotten a decent amount of sleep since jumping from the _Equestrian Trader _and was getting by on maybe three cumulative hours of naps and coffee.

It wasn't the worst she'd been but it wasn't the best. She yawned again and set off for the Apple family farm.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, Sweet Apple Acres. 0302 Hours, January 13, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The effort to stabilise and treat Luna had come to a standstill. Her legs were still trapped beneath the tree but the doctors had managed to stop the internal bleeding.

One of them had confided in Lisa as she sat on a nearby fallen tree that it was looking more and more likely that they'd have to amputate her legs. Anything beyond an hour was generally looked on as being beyond saveable. Luna's legs had been trapped for well over ten hours. That being said, the doctor knew little about Alicorn anatomy so it was a guess.

Lisa had simply nodded, looking around the area and the lamps that illuminated it. Luna was in the centre of the light, hooked up to a bank of machines that tracked her vital signs like blood pressure and pulse, with a team of tired doctors sat around the edge of the light trying to keep themselves and Luna awake until help arrived.

The Spartan looked around and saw Celestia's prone form curled up beneath a blanket barely big enough to cover her. Lisa walked over, nodding in greeting to Luna who gave a vague nod back. The doctors had given her a mild anaesthetic to take the edge off.

Celestia roused herself as Lisa came closer, as if sensing the Spartan's presence.

She sat up, the blanket falling off, and looked at Lisa.

'Chief,' Celestia began to say. 'I was just-'

'It's fine, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'You have a country to run. Some sleep is better than no sleep.'

Celestia sighed, glancing at her sister. 'I suppose.' She turned to the Spartan. 'Is Ponyville secure?'

'For the most part, yes.' Lisa said. 'The survivors are camped out around the hospital but they're all stressed. I've stopped six fights so far though things are quieting down.'

'Final casualty report?'

'Fifty percent fatalities.' Lisa said. 'Two-thirds of the remaining survivors have major wounds. The rest got off lightly but everyone is in shock. More than a few are crying in their sleep. Twilight included.'

The Alicorn's face fell a little and Lisa felt another yawn coming on. She holstered her battle rifle and stretched out, shaking her head once the yawn was done.

'How much sleep have you gotten, Spartan?' Celestia asked when she was finished.

'Not much.' Lisa said, drawing her rifle. 'Last time was before I jumped ship in near the Griffin Kingdom, a little over two days ago.' She stretched again.

'Hard to believe so much has happened since then.' Celestia said quietly, looking up at the mountains where Canterlot had once sat. The mushroom cloud had finally dispersed and Lisa wondered where and when the fallout would come down, and how badly it would contaminate the land.

Lisa just nodded.

'You should get some sleep, Chief.' Celestia said to her. 'Ponyville would be better off if you had some rest.'

Lisa nodded again. 'I'll be near the hospital if you need me.'

Now it was Celestia's turn to nod, getting up from the ground and headed to her sister, blanket floating beside her, as Lisa left for the hospital.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** town of Ponyville, Ponyville General Hospital. 0413 Hours, January 13, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Barely forty minutes after putting her head down to rest, Lisa was rudely awoken by angry shouts coming from somewhere to her left. She sighed, stood, and drew her weapon in one movement and walked to the source of the noise.

Two ponies, a unicorn mare and a Pegasus stallion, were arguing over a blanket and flinging verbal abuse at each other.

Neither seemed deterred by the presence of the Spartan, seemingly upping the ante as the mare tried to throw a punch that would have connected if Lisa hadn't stepped in, caught the hoof, and glared down at the mare.

'You.' she said, pointing at an isolated spot. 'Over there.' She rounded on the Pegasus, pointing at a similar spot in the opposite direction. 'You. Over there.' They began to argue, loudly, but Lisa simply glared at them both, adding in a dangerous tone, 'Now.'

Neither pony raised any more issues though the stallion went to grab the blanket. He stopped when Lisa put her foot on it.

She waited until they had sat down then picked the blanket, a threadbare item covered in dirt and dust, up and shook it out before handing it to a family whose foal was shivering slightly.

They gladly accepted it.

Lisa looked around at the other ponies present.

'Anyone else got any issues they need sorting?' she asked.

No one answered, shaking their heads quickly and looked away.

'Good.' Lisa said before walking back to her spot on the floor, easing into a lying position, and was asleep within seconds.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** town of Ponyville, Ponyville General Hospital. 0432 Hours, January 13, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa felt her patience starting to wear thin as more raised voices woke her up, prompting her to angrily snatch up her rifle and walk more heavily than she normally would to see what was wrong this time.

She had chosen to sleep on the west side of the hospital, one of the more quiet sections, and guessed the voices were coming from the northern bit where the majority of the ponies were camped out, and whatever was happening was blocked from view by the hospital itself.

The noise didn't seem to get any less as Lisa approached, it got louder and sounded less like arguing but shouts of celebration and relief.

She emerged from behind the building to see most of the ponies were up and looking into the distance where, once Lisa zoomed in, a large column of ponies hauling carts had appeared. The emergency relief from Baltimare.

The ponies began heading out to meet the incoming help, openly weeping in some cases, and the Ponyville doctors had to fight through the crowd to meet their Baltimare counterparts to give them the information on what was needed and who needed it most.

One doctor approached a small group and directed them to Sweet Apple Acres.

Rainbow Dash appeared out of the crowd, flying above everyone, and spotted Lisa, flying towards her.

Lisa just pointed at the side of the hospital where her friends were and the Pegasus changed course.

The Spartan watched her go then scanned the grounds, seeing ponies getting more adequate medical attention for their wounds. The atmosphere had changed dramatically. Where there had been despair, there was now hope and no one seemed likely to start a fight.

Taking this as a good thing, Lisa walked to her cart, wading through the crowd, then picked up the wagon's handle and pulled it out of the way to a nearby tree.

She let go and slumped against the trunk, and was back asleep soon after.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** town of Ponyville, Ponyville General Hospital. 0710 Hours, January 13, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Someone or something was nudging Lisa's foot and her eyes jerked open to see a blurry figure standing over her.

She blinked and the figure came into focus.

'Rarity?' Lisa mumbled, recognising the unicorn. 'What's wrong?'

'Nothing, Chief.' she said. 'Nothing. I just... They're serving some breakfast for everypony and I wondered if you'd want some.'

'Is there coffee?'

'Yes, darling.' Rarity said as Lisa peeled off her helmet, rubbing her eyes to heel of her hand.

'The sure.' Lisa said as her stomach let out a rumble. She stood, stretched, and followed the unicorn to a long line of ponies queuing up for a breakfast bar the Baltimare staff had set up.

'How's everyone coping?' she asked as the line slowly moved.

'As well as anypony could after going through... through that.' Rarity said.

The sun was up, shining weakly across the remains of Ponyville, as one or two ponies picked their way through the wreckage, searching for personal items or food. Smoke still drifted from a few spots but for the most part, it was all contained. The scar where Canterlot had been was shrouded in shadow.

'Rainbow Dash has barely left Pinkie Pie's side since she came back, nor has Fluttershy left Big Macintosh, and I can barely even begin to imagine what he and Applejack are going through. Sweetie Belle can hardly bare to think about what happened to Apple Bloom.' Rarity shivered. 'I can't.'

'How are you holding up?' Lisa asked as the line moved along.

'I don't know, Chief.' Rarity said. 'I don't know what to think. Between everypony we lost, Canterlot, the wounded, I'm having trouble taking it all in.'

'And Twilight?'

Rarity shook her head. 'She hasn't said a word since before the explosion. I feel for her mother, though. Having to look after both her and her father. Twilight Velvet is a stronger mare than most.'

The line moved on, bringing the pair closer to their meal.

'Who would somepony do this, Chief?' Rarity asked after several moments of silence. 'Why would anypony willing do this, inflict such horror on another living creature?'

'Because you're in the way.' Lisa said. 'The Innies are looking for a new home and Faustia fits the bill perfectly. They were going to use Twilight Sparkle as leverage but when I rescued her, they resorted to scare tactics to get you to surrender.'

'That's horrible.' Rarity whispered.

'I know.' Lisa said. 'And they're not getting away with it.' She donned her helmet as they reached the breakfast table. It only had a few things to choose from, porridge and oats with either honey or milk as a topping, but to the shell shocked citizens of Ponyville it was most likely the best thing they'd ever eaten.

Lisa selected porridge and topped it with honey, taking a large mug of steaming coffee with her, while Rarity went with oats and tea. They walked off to where everyone was sat and joined them.

There was no conversation, no talking of how everyone was or what their plans for the day were. Just silence.

Rainbow Dash was helping Pinkie eat, holding her bowl up for the Earth pony to eat from, as Applejack and Twilight Velvet did the same with their blinded family members. Twilight Sparkle was mutely staring at her bowl of food as though not comprehending what it was, or how to go about eating from it.

She eventually started to eat after some prompting from her mother but even then, it was half hearted.

Lisa quickly downed her food and coffee then waited for everyone to finish before collecting their dirty pots and standing. She turned to leave when Twilight Sparkle finally spoke.

'Get them.' she whispered to Lisa, making everyone's head snap around. 'I don't care how you do it or how long it takes, but get them. Get them and make them pay for everypony they've taken away from us.'

'Yes, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'I will.' She started to walk away as the Alicorn collapsed into a sobbing fit and clung to her mother, drawing her father in as well.

The Spartan handed the dirtied pots to an orderly just as she caught sight of a procession leaving Sweet Apple Acres, easily spotting the large form of Celestia walking next to a cart that carried Luna.

Up close, Lisa saw the Alicorn's legs had been removed and bandaged stubs were all that remained. She let the cart go past and tracked it until the doctors wheeled it and the princess inside the hospital, and it was lost from sight.

Celestia stopped level with the Spartan, face heavy with grief.

'It could have been much worse.' Lisa said. 'You could have lost her entirely.'

The princess reluctantly nodded her head. 'I know.' She sighed. 'Spartan, if we're to raise an army that can stop the Griffin Kingdom and the Insurrection we'll need your help to do so. I want you to draw up plans for it, for the defence of Equestria, anything that might help turn the tables on them.'

'Yes, ma'am.' Lisa said, her mind quickly running through everything taught to her by Lieutenant Ambrose all those years ago.

Her thoughts were interrupted by several sudden screams of alarm from a number of ponies in the area, their hooves pointing at three distant specks that drew closer with each passing minute.

Lisa drew her rifle and zoomed in, confirming her suspicion that they were Pelican dropships.

'Move!' she said, pushing Celestia towards the hospital even as a number of ponies did just that though just as many stayed where they were, rooted to the spot in fear.

Celestia was one of the ponies who didn't move though her expression wasn't one of fear, but angry determination.

Lisa tried to move her again but the Alicorn stayed put and she gave up, sprinting for a ditch big enough to conceal her if she crouched, rifle aimed at the incoming Pelicans.

They came closer and split off from one another. The middle Pelican came in to land, throwing up dust, while the other two took up positions above Celestia, their chin mounted turrets aimed squarely at her, as a number of Innies dismounted from the parked Pelican.

Most wore outdated Marine armour and carried MA5B assault rifles while the last, a man in his late sixties wearing grey fatigues and a simpering smile, approached Celestia.

'Princess Celestia.' he began, stopping just shy of her. 'What an honour it is to meet Equestria's most beloved ruler. Allow me to introduce myself. I am General Callahan of the Colonial Liberation Party, their leader.'

Celestia, who's eyes narrowed had at the sight of Callahan, took a step back from him. 'Are you the one who destroyed my home, killing thousands of innocent ponies, and rained destruction down on Ponyville?'

'I gave the order, yes.' Callahan said. 'An unfortunate turn of events, I know, but we had to turn to more direct methods of persuasion after someone stole our peaceful option.' He turned his head to Lisa's hiding spot, never taking his eyes of Celestia. 'Isn't that right, Spartan?'

Lisa rested her crosshairs squarely on the general's head, finger wrapped around the trigger.

'I'd come out if I were you, Spartan.' Callahan continued. 'We wouldn't want for someone else to die, would we?'

'There will be no more killing of innocent lives, General.' Celestia hissed as Lisa remained where she was. 'You have taken far too many and for what? To make us quake in fear?'

'Well, more make you rethink your chances of actually winning.' Callahan said. 'If it makes you quake in fear, I'd consider that an unforeseen victory.'

'Then you are mistaken.' Celestia said, her mane flaring out as heat began rolling over her. A number of the Innie guards shifted uncomfortably, sweat beginning to bead on their foreheads. 'By destroying Canterlot and attacking Ponyville, you have not made me frightened. You have made me angry.'

If Callahan was put off by the rise in temperature, he didn't show it. He simply withdrew a tissue and dabbed at the sweat on his head before fixing Celestia with another simpering smile.

'Angry, are you?' he said. 'Well, that might be a problem if I didn't have two things to say to that. Orbital support. I have a warship overhead, armed with many more Shiva and Archer missiles, even a few MAC rounds, that can deliver the same destruction that happened to Canterlot to any of the remaining cities you have. Manehatten? Gone in seconds. Baltimare? A memory. Trottingham? Nothing but ashes.

'If you try anything to hurt me or the people under my command, if the Spartan over in that ditch so much as tries to stop us, we will unleash the fury of several small suns on your most populated areas.' Callahan finished. 'Let us take over with minimal fuss, give us the land we want and the resources there, and Equestria won't lose any more ponies. You have my promise as a gentleman and an officer.'

No one said anything for several tense seconds, simply sweating as the air temperature continued to spike until it was well over three times what it had been.

Lisa watched with growing worry as Celestia's flowing mane began flickering from having multiple colours to a single bright golden hue. It was hard to look at, too, and some nearby vegetation and wood began smoking.

Callahan's expression finally wavered as the air around Celestia began rippling, her form seeming to grow and change. Golden armour materialised out of thin air and covered her chest, flank and head, as well as her hooves.

As this happened, every sensor on Lisa's suit went crazy and she could only guess that this form of Celestia, whatever it was, was giving off way more power than normal.

The voice at the back of her head began whispering duck and Lisa listened, lying flat in the dirt as the heat continued to grow, her shields flaring in response.

'Your words mean nothing.' Celestia boomed, her voice shaking everything. 'You, who condemned my subjects to death and threatened more, are not a man of honour or trust. I shall show you the true fury of the sun!'

There was an intense flash of light and several panicked screams from the Innies, alongside rifle fire that suddenly went silent as fire blasted across the ditch, completely draining Lisa's shields. It was like the explosion that had levelled Canterlot, only magnified.

Lisa poked her head up over the edge of the ditch and saw Celestia standing alone. Of the Innies and the Pelicans there was no sign, just vague shadows on the dirt as everything within a forty foot radius of Celestia burned.

'Ma'am?' Lisa called out cautiously, turning her polarisation up. The glare coming from the Alicorn was immense, rivalling the sun for intensity.

Celestia, or whoever this may be, didn't respond, taking off into the sky with a single powerful flap of their wings and rocketed straight up.

Slowly, Lisa crawled up out of the ditch as ponies emerged from their own shelters, shocked and confused, as Celestia vanished from view.

Twilight Sparkle appeared next to Lisa and the Spartan looked at her for answers.

'Who or what was that?' she asked.

'I... I don't know.' Twilight whispered. 'It looked like Nightmare Moon but it couldn't have been.'

'Wasn't that what Princess Luna turned into?' Lisa said, recalling the book on Equestrian history she'd read. 'Turned into it by anger or something, right?'

'Right.' Twilight said. 'She was going to bring about night time eternal. Why would Princess Celestia turn into whatever she is now?'

'She met the man who gave the order to nuke Canterlot.' Lisa said, wishing she could access the STARS satellites and see where Celestia had gone. She paused, briefly, then sprinted away from Luna and Twilight's interference.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville. 0737 Hours, January 13, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa skidded to a halt once her sensors began detecting the STARS feed, accessing the live feed from the tactical satellites in orbit overhead.

She gave the command to swivel the camera around, to try and spot Celestia wherever she may be. It was a long shot. Alicorn magic interfered with the sensors onboard the satellite and there was no telling what Celestia's new form would do.

She spotted the Alicorn flying at tremendous speeds upwards, far past the point where most living creatures would have died without life support equipment, and continued well into space where an old UNSC frigate, most likely stolen and repurposed into the Insurrection fleet, was seemingly hanging in mid air.

Celestia aimed straight for it, glowing with the fury of a supernova.

The frigate moved, pointing its MAC gun at the incoming pony, then fired a slug at her.

She didn't bother to move or avoid it, nor did she need to. The hyperkinetic slug simply melted as it drew closer, turning into vaporised metal which Celestia flew through.

How her wings were able to work in the vacuum of space was beyond Lisa.

With the MAC ineffective, the frigate then launched a salvo of Archer missiles at Celestia but they, too, exploded once got too close. They managed to get closer than the MAC round but as with the molten metal, Celestia flew through it all no worse for wear.

Lisa guessed the commanding officer of the ship was panicking now as they launched one final missile, a Shiva. Its hardened casing allowed it to get that bit closer to Celestia before it exploded, something that could have only happened if the nuke was remotely detonated.

While they were humanity's most powerful weapon, without detonation codes the warheads were no more than expensive paperweights. A conventional bomb could be detonated on them and they would barely be scratched. The intense heat from Celestia would have merely melted them rather than trigger the nuclear detonation.

Even so, the blast spread out at equally tremendous speeds and caught Celestia full on.

Whatever happened after that was lost as the blast wave and EMP reached the STARS and knocked it out of the sky, cutting Lisa's link.

She swivelled her gaze skyward and could just make out the Shiva exploding.

A scant second later, another explosion occurred followed by several minutes of nothing. Not even the birds planetside were making a noise.

Lisa kept her gaze locked on where the explosions had been, squinting to try and make out anything.

Then, after what felt like an age, two glowing balls of fire began descending to the planet. One was significantly smaller than the other and Lisa guessed that was Celestia, knocked out by whatever had caused the second blast. The other was presumably the frigate as it had been the only other thing up there.

She tracked their descent, eyes locked on Celestia. She would land first and somewhere nearby if Lisa's guess was correct, and Lisa set off to be there when she made landfall.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville. 0759 Hours, January 13, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Celestia made landfall a mile south of Ponyville, landing with an almighty crash that gouged a massive crater in the ground and the heat from her re-entry started several small fires.

A large number of ponies approached, cautious, but Lisa kept them back once her Geiger counter began ticking.

She jumped into the crater and approached Celestia, her body back no longer adorned by armour but still not quite back to normal, appearing smaller than before. Even her mane wasn't the same. It resembled those of every other pony in Ponyville, made of hair rather than some gaseous material.

Her Geiger counter kept ticking, growing louder the closer Lisa got to Celestia.

'Chief.' Celestia whispered upon catching sight of the Spartan. 'Protect them. All of them.'

Her eyes rolled back and Celestia fell still though a quick check for a pulse revealed she was simply unconscious rather than dead.

Lisa hauled herself out of the hole, ordering the ponies to stay away, just as the second fireball, the frigate, finally came in to land.

It touched down some distance away, at least fifty miles by Lisa's reckoning, but even so they could still feel the earth tremble as its reactors suffered a wildcat destabilisation and detonated, unleashing one last thermonuclear explosion upon Equestria before the all the fuel had been consumed and the fireball winked out, leaving behind a towering mushroom cloud and ash.

Lisa drew her battle rifle as screams started up.

_One frigate down, _she thought to herself. _God only knows what else to go._
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Chapter Nineteen

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, emergency relief area. 1220 Hours, January 15, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The news wasn't good.

To begin with, the Insurrectionist frigate had landed on and wiped out Trottingham, including everything with a five mile radius, and deposited far more radioactive material into the atmosphere than the Canterlot strike had, due to it sucking up and irradiating tonnes of dirt and soil that would come down on Equestria in the weeks and months to come.

Secondly, when Celestia had flown through the Shiva missile's explosion to bring down the frigate, her body had absorbed masses of radiation and was hot enough that if she had been a human, it would have been enough to kill them in less than two days.

Despite this, the Alicorn clung to life though she hadn't returned to her normal form, complaining of fatigue and a headache after coming out of a six hour coma. Several of the Baltimare doctors had decided to put her under observation, keeping her isolated from the others at Lisa's request.

The princess was way hotter than could be considered safe and no one had adequate protective gear to stop themselves from being irradiated, forcing them to place Celestia in an isolated tent and limit the people who could treat her. Which is to say, Lisa.

She knelt over Celestia, attaching a variety of wires to her that would allow the doctors to more closely monitor her health and the radiation's effect.

The Alicorn watched Lisa work, looking tired and weary, her breathing laboured.

'How bad is it?' she asked as Lisa finished putting the last wire in place.

She shook her head. 'The doctors aren't really sure. The level of radioactivity you're giving off would be cause for concern but other than the symptoms of minor radiation sickness, you're fine. Plus they don't know enough about radiation so they're going off guesswork that keeps changing with each passing hour.'

'Can't you help?'

Lisa shook her head again. 'All I know about radiation is how to spot the beginning symptoms of radiation poisoning. Beyond that, I'm not much use.' She stood and stepped away from Celestia, one eye on her armour's Geiger counter. It was ticking away at nearly ten times the normal background count, reducing exposure times to less than ten minutes for ponies, but the radiation wasn't powerful enough to penetrate the MJOLNIR's shields.

'Maybe when the battlegroup comes back.' Lisa said, thinking. 'If you're still hot when they get here, the medical staff on the ships can have a look at you.'

'How long until they get here?' Celestia asked. She took a long, wheezing breath. It was almost painful to hear.

'A few months or so.' Lisa said. 'It'll take time to assemble a battlegroup and get it here. Slipspace travel is slow.'

Celestia gave a vague nod, letting out a dry cough. She settled.

'Get some rest, ma'am.' Lisa said, seeing the princess was falling asleep.

Celestia just nodded again and the Spartan slipped out, passing through a crude airlock system set up by the relief effort.

It cycled the air and she went out, towards a nearby group of ponies clustered around a bank of monitors that showed Celestia's various vital signs.

'Prognosis?' Lisa asked, coming to a halt behind them all. She looked at the screens, trying to decipher their meanings. About the only one she could recognise was a heart rate monitor, steadily beeping once a second or so.

'No different from earlier, Chief.' one doctor said, studying their screen intently. 'Her immune system is holding up for now but we've noticed a small decrease in the white blood cell count. Too early to say when there'll be too few to properly fight infections.'

'Anything else?'

'Maybe.' the doctor said. 'It's a little bit premature to say anything concrete but from what you said, the radioactive materials should have started to halve their energy output, right? Something about a half life?'

'Right.' Lisa said, stepping closer. 'Why? What have you spotted?'

'Well, it's like I said.' the pony began. 'It's too early to be drawing any definite conclusions after only a day but I've looked over the readings we have so far and as far as I can tell, the radiation isn't going down.'

Lisa looked at the pony. 'Explain.'

'I really can't.' he said. 'It's simply not going down as quickly as you said it might. Now I don't know if it's just because the half life for this particular radiation is incredibly long, or...'

'Or... what?' Lisa said.

'Or, the radiation is somehow combining with Celestia's magic.' he said, shrugging. 'This is a whole new thing for me. I'm not sure about anything at this point. But, if we're not seeing any visible half-lives occurring, the radiation could have latched onto her magic, prolonging its lifespan. We'd have to run some further tests, though, wait a week or two to corroborate my theories. It's still far too early to tell.'

The Spartan nodded. 'Do it. And until we can confirm or disprove this theory of yours, it might be an idea to keep any and all unicorns away from her. Bringing more magic in could make the problem worse.'

'You're the boss, Chief.' The doctor pulled over a pad of paper and began writing his ideas and possible treatments down as Lisa walked away, heading to check on the rest.

Since the Baltimare help had arrived they'd spent their time setting up a relief area on the edge of Ponyville where nearly everyone had relocated to. A few ponies still roamed the town, sleeping in the damaged hulks of their homes, while some had left for one of Equestria's remaining towns and cities.

Lisa picked her way through a maze of tents, giving slight nods to ponies that said hello to her, eventually arriving at one tent with four Royal Guards stood outside, the ones that had brought the princesses, Rainbow Dash, and Twilight's parents from Canterlot, most likely the only ones left in Equestria.

They came to attention at the sight of Lisa, allowing her past.

The Spartan ducked into the tent to find Luna curled up asleep on a cot, blanket draped over her, while a doctor finished putting a pack of bandages away.

She looked up.

'Oh. Hello, Chief.' the unicorn said.

'Doctor.' Lisa said. 'How's Princess Luna?'

'Her legs are healing fine.' the doctor said. 'I've not spotted any sign of gangrenous tissue when I swapped her dressings so that's good. They should be healed completely within the next two weeks though then we'll have to start thinking about prosthetics to replace them.' She levitated the bandages into some saddlebags. 'My only concern is what kind of strain moving both the sun _and _the moon around will have on her body in its current state.'

'Does it require masses of power?' Lisa asked. She knew that both the princess, Celestia and Luna anyway, moved the moon and the sun into position at the start and end of each day, a fact Lisa had trouble believing. But, if it was what the Equestrians believed, it wasn't her place to question it.

'Like you wouldn't believe.' the doctor said. 'Her sister, Celestia, managed it for over a thousand years but unlike Luna here, she was much more powerful. Luna can manage the moon by herself, no problem. But doing that and the sun is exhausting her. She needs somepony to help carry the load.'

'Another Alicorn, maybe?' Lisa suggested.

The doctor gave a maybe nod. 'Possibly. I know Princess Cadance has her empire to run but I'm sure she'd be willing to help until either Luna gets used to moving the sun and moon around by herself or Celestia recovers enough to take over.'

'What about Twilight Sparkle?'

'Again, it's a possibility.' The unicorn escorted Lisa outside, using her magic to close the tent behind them. 'However, from what I've seen she's become distant, despondent. I'm almost certain she's suffering from depression. Emotional states can have an adverse effect on magic, especially deeply troubling ones. Princess Twilight may not be able to help Princess Luna.'

'So Cadance is our best bet?'

'Yes.'

Lisa nodded then turned to one of the Royal Guards. 'Dispatch a message to the Crystal Empire telling them what's happened. If they can offer any kind of help, it'd be welcome. And be sure to mention that Cadance's presence is needed urgently.'

The guard saluted. 'Yes, ma'am.'

He galloped off to another part of the camp as Lisa set off again, heading this time in search of Twilight Sparkle.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, emergency relief area. 1247 Hours, January 15, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The tents had been set up on a large grassy plain west of Ponyville with plenty of space to spread out, but between containing nearly a hundred refugees and half as many doctors living there, as well as the carts, supplies and pets that had survived, the gaps between the canvas shelters was crammed and made walking difficult, as well as loud with all the different voices trying to talk over each other.

Lisa's only advantage was her commanding height and presence, and many ponies quickly parted before her.

She ducked into one tent, hearing a familiar voice over the thronging crowds, but found Pinkie Pie and Rainbow Dash instead. They were sat on separate cots, Rainbow Dash reading a Daring Doo book while Pinkie Pie trailed her hoof dismally across the dirt. Her eyes were uncovered now, revealing cloudy white where there had once been light blue.

'Hey, Chief.' Rainbow Dash said, looking up at the Spartan as she walked in. 'What's up?'

'I'm looking for Twilight.' Lisa said. 'I need to speak with her about-'

Before she could finish, Pinkie snapped her head up and seemed to stare straight at Lisa, pointing a hoof just to the side of her. Even though her eyes were glazed over, they still managed to convey anger and fury well.

'How could you?' Pinkie shouted, still pointing her hoof. 'How could you do this to me?'

Alarmed, Lisa span around, hand going for her pistol, but saw no one that Pinkie could have been referring to, just a few downtrodden ponies that were looking back at her before going about their business.

'What-' Lisa tried to say but Pinkie cut her off again.

'How could you do this to me?' Pinkie said again, her other hoof gesturing at her eyes while she kept pointing at nothing. 'Why did you have to blind me?'

Lisa, confused more than anything, looked over her shoulder again but still saw nothing.

'I didn't blind you.' she said as Pinkie Pie began crying a little. 'It was-'

'I'm not talking to you.' Pinkie said, her head turning minutely to look at Lisa. 'I'm talking to him.'

'Who?' Lisa turned and fully surveyed the area in front of the tent's opening, scanning for anyone that fitted Pinkie's vague description but saw only two stallions. One was a Baltimare doctor tending to a foal that had developed a cough, and the other was a unicorn with a leg missing.

'Not them.' Pinkie said. 'None of you can see him, but he's there. Watching, thinking, altering. He's the one that blinded me and killed everypony in Canterlot. He's the one that killed Spike. It's him that's behind everything.'

Lisa turned back but looked to Rainbow Dash for answers.

She gave a sigh and put her book down.

'Pinkie Pie's been like this ever since I came back from Baltimare.' Rainbow Dash said. 'She kept talking about this stallion nopony can see, how he's the one that's behind the attacks and why so many ponies have died. I think it's just the stress.'

'It's not stress.' Pinkie snapped, turning her head to look at the Pegasus. 'He's out there, deciding everything. And he's not a stallion. He's a human.'

'He is?' Lisa asked. 'What does he look like? Is he an Innie?'

It was Pinkie Pie's turn to sigh, though unlike Rainbow Dash it was tinged with frustration rather than resignation.

'I don't know what he looks like.' Pinkie began, speaking slowly. 'I've never seen him. I can just... sense him, like an aura or something, and he hovers around you, Chief. Always around you. Never around anypony else. But he is not an Insurrectionist. He's not even really here.'

This just served to puzzle Lisa. 'I don't understand.'

'None of you do.' Pinkie shouted, catching the Spartan off guard. 'None of you can see things like I do. There's somepony out there, watching everything we do and changing things. He's a ghost, not really here but able to make things different if he wants to. And he's cruel. This isn't the first time he's hurt us.' She began sobbing, burying her head in her hooves. 'He's hurts us all.'

Rainbow Dash reached a hoof out to her friend, gently touching her shoulder. 'Pinkie.' she whispered. 'Hey, it's okay. I'm here. Whatever this guy did, it's over. He can't hurt you now. I'll look after you.'

The Pegasus got off her cot and lay next to Pinkie on hers, wrapping a wing around the weeping Earth pony.

'It's not over.' Pinkie whispered as Rainbow Dash began shushing her and rocking them both to and fro. 'He's not finished with us. He's planning something. Something beyond terrible.'

Lisa crouched next to Pinkie. 'What?' she asked quietly. 'What's he planning? If you know anything, anything at all, I might be able stop him from doing whatever it is.'

Pinkie shook her head. 'I don't know. I can't see it. I just know he's got something big, something horrible, planned.' She took a shuddering breath. 'Why can't he leave us alone?'

Lisa looked down at the ground for a second then stood. 'If you find anything else out, anything that can help stop this person, come and tell me.' she said but her words fell on deaf ears.

The pink pony kept repeating leave us alone under her breath like a mantra, each time getting quieter and quieter, until she finally stopped and fell asleep.

'Shall I get someone?' Lisa offered to Rainbow Dash, pointing at the doctor behind her.

Rainbow Dash sighed then shook her head. 'It wouldn't do any good. Pinkie's always been a little weird, talking about somepony or another watching us. I think she's just trying to find somepony to pin the blame on.'

'I know who to blame.' Lisa said, looking up at the sky. She didn't know if there were any more Innie ships in orbit but if there were, they'd be dealt with as soon as possible. 'And they're not getting away with it.'

'Good.' Rainbow Dash said then added as Lisa turned to leave, 'And Chief? Thanks. You know, for everything you've done.'

Lisa just nodded then left, heading back into the chaos.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, emergency relief area. 1303 Hours, January 15, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

She found the tent Twilight's family was staying in on the edge of the camp. Its door was open and inside, Lisa could see Twilight Velvet talking with her husband, both of them laughing every now and then.

They looked up as she approached.

'Hello.' Twilight Velvet said. 'You're the Chief, right? The one who rescued our daughter?'

Lisa nodded once. No one had taken the time to cast the translation spell around the two ponies, leaving them unable to understand her. She could only communicate via nods or shakes of her head.

'Thank you for that.' Night Light said, head pointed vaguely at the Spartan. Velvet used her hoof to set him straight. 'You have no idea how much it means to have her back.'

Lisa nodded her head again then pointed at the empty bed in the tent.

'Are you... looking for Twilight?' Velvet asked, getting a nod back. 'She left quarter of an hour ago. Said something about having some time to herself.'

'It's nothing serious, is it?' Night Light asked.

A shake of the head.

'No, dear.' Velvet said to her husband then to Lisa said, 'You might find her near the park. Twilight spent a lot of time there yesterday. She could have gone back.'

The Spartan gave Velvet a thumbs up then waved goodbye, getting a farewell from both unicorns in return.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, emergency relief area. 1310 Hours, January 15, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa crested the hill and saw the park spread out before her. Unlike the camp, which was crowded and had a dour atmosphere, the park was wide open and abuzz with energy.

The colts and fillies were all here, playing with each other under the watchful eyes of their older siblings or parents. She saw Rarity, Applejack, Fluttershy and Big Macintosh among the older ponies while the Cutie Mark Crusaders played with a ball and some other ponies.

From across the field, Lisa could hear a bell that had been placed inside the ball jungle every time it moved for the benefit of the blinded, of which there was a surprisingly large number. She could hear laughs from the ponies as they tried to herd the ball to a rough goal set up between two bales of hay, and shouts of encouragement from the adults.

It made a welcome change from the sombre air of the camp.

Turning away from the field, Lisa began scanning the edges for Twilight, spotting her sat beneath a tree stripped of all its leaves.

She walked towards it, waving back at the others when they saw her.

Up close, Lisa could see Twilight was looking forlornly at the playing children and their minders, in particular at Big Macintosh and Fluttershy as they cheered Apple Bloom on.

'Chief.' Twilight said.

'Ma'am.' Lisa said, stopping beside the Alicorn. 'How are you?'

'I've been better.' Twilight said. 'Did you want something?'

The Spartan nodded. 'Princess Luna is struggling to raise the sun and the moon by herself. I was wondering if you'd be able to give her some help until she either gets accustomed to the effort or Princess Celestia is able to resume control of the sun. We're sending a message to the Crystal Empire asking if Princess Cadance can help but it'll be a few days before they get here.'

'Sure. Fine.' Twilight said though her tone suggested she was anything but fine. 'It'll be nice to have a reason to get up in the morning again.'

Lisa glanced down at the pony, 'Ma'am?'

Twilight remained silent for several seconds before sighing and speaking.

'I originally came to Ponyville to learn about friendship.' she said quietly. 'Learn its magic as Princess Celestia said. It'd helped me to conquer Nightmare Moon's traps and power up the Elements of Harmony to turn her back to Princess Luna. I couldn't think of anything more wondrous than friendship.' She gave a soft scoff. 'Then the griffins attacked me and killed Spike, and everything changed.'

Lisa came to parade rest and kept quiet as Twilight continued.

'Before that day, I thought friendship could overcome anything life had in store. From dealing with stuff like meeting deadlines to overpowering a crazed being that could bend the very laws of physics, it saw me through it.' She huffed in irritation. 'It couldn't even stop four griffins from overpowering and holding me prisoner.'

'That's not a fair assumption to make, ma'am.' Lisa said. 'You were, for the most part, isolated and caught by surprise. If your friends had been there, or if they had found out you were being held captive, things might have been different.'

Twilight grunted. 'Yeah. There would have been five more bodies in the dungeon.'

'You can't know that.'

'Can't I?' Twilight said, sitting up to look at the Spartan. 'Chief, they've only gone up against creatures that, for the most part, were only trying to capture us or drive us off. The griffins, they were willing to kill in cold blood. How would Fluttershy cope with that? Would friendship have given her the courage she so sorely lacks to face a griffin armed with a gun?

'Would the magic that connected us been enough to stop a grenade from blowing Rarity to pieces? Would it?' She sighed in irritation and began pacing. 'The Griffin Kingdom is planning to go to war with us. The five of them wouldn't have been given a chance to surrender. They would be labelled as spies, trespassers, and shot on the spot, and what would the magic of friendship done to protect them?

'Not a bucking thing!'

She shouted the last part, loudly enough to make several of the ponies watching the children glance over at her and Lisa.

'Then you come along, rescue me and Trixie all by yourself, and prove that friendship isn't needed to succeed.' Twilight pointed a hoof at Lisa. 'You had nopony helping you, nopony waiting to whisk us all to safety. Everything that got us home, you did it alone. You didn't have the power of friendship on your side and you did so much better than any of them could have ever hoped to do.'

Her hoof swivelled from Lisa to the ponies, and Lisa tracked it.

'That's because I'm trained and equipped to perform things like that.' she said. 'Yes, I work solo for most of the time and do succeed, but my training placed emphasis on teamwork and cooperation. I have to be my own spotter, sleep lightly because there's no one on guard, and take extra care when clearing buildings. There's no one watching my back and there are times when I do regret working by myself. There aren't many but they're usually during critical times.'

'That's exactly my point.' Twilight said. 'You came from somewhere where friendship was the key to succeed but even without it, you manage. You win. That's what I want. To be able to get along without... without them.' She jabbed her hoof at the ponies. 'The Griffin Kingdom made it clear I can't always rely on friendship to help solve my problems.'

Lisa studied Twilight's face in detail, seeing a glimmer of madness in her eyes as a deranged smile began forming on her lips. This was a far cry from the broken shell of a pony that had stepped off the Pelican and collapsed onto her friends not two days ago, declaring her love for them. This was something bordering on insanity.

It took a creepy giggle from the Alicorn to make Lisa fully believe she needed psychiatric help.

'If... that's what you think, ma'am.' Lisa said slowly. 'So you'll help Princess Luna with the sun? For the time being, at least?'

Twilight gave that creepy giggle and nodded, turning her head with agonising slowness to look down at Fluttershy and Big Macintosh. 'Yes, I'll help her. I'll show them that you don't need friendship to deal with things. I'll show them all.'

She giggled again as Lisa began backing away.

Once she was sure Twilight wasn't focused on her, Lisa sprinted back to camp. The voice in the back of her head was whispering about a danger coming, and it was rarely wrong.
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Chapter Twenty

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, emergency relief area. 2323 Hours, January 15, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

At night, the camp was lifeless. There were no lights to illuminate the pathways, leaving just the glow of the moon to navigate by if the sky was clear enough, and nobody walking along the darkened aisles, giving the place an eerie feel.

Lisa kept to the shadows, silently moving from spot to spot, her darkened armour and visor making her nearly invisible. She stopped in the shadow of one tent and peeked out from behind it, looking up and down the walkway.

Aside from a distant figure walking away from her, there was nothing.

She stepped out of cover and followed the pony, occasionally ducking behind something if they began turning her way, but was never more than fifteen metres away at any given time.

Lisa mentally called up the camp's map, tracing the route the pony had been taking and confirming part of her suspicions.

The shadowy figure took a left, then a right, then another right, then came to a halt in front of one tent in particular, using magic to silently undo the flaps.

Behind them, Lisa crouched down and watched the glow slowly untie the knots keeping the two flaps of canvas together, starting at the top and working its way down.

It reached the final knot and the doors sagged open, revealing a darkened interior and two vague shapes close together.

The pony looked at them for a long second then moved, going into the tent, and Lisa did the same, moving towards them. She could see the pony she'd been following pull a club from somewhere and raise it above their head.

The moment they did Lisa sprinted forward, arms outstretched, and tackled the pony to the ground, pinning them beneath her weight. The club went flying from their grasp.

'Get off me!' Twilight yelled, kicking her hooves around in an attempt to throw Lisa off. 'They need to know! They need to know!'

Lisa just grunted and tried to pull Twilight out of the tent, away from the club, but a sudden burst of magic took her by surprise and the Spartan found herself flying backwards, shields depleted, landing hard on the ground, bouncing once, before sliding into another tent.

The occupants screamed in surprise as Lisa got up and ran at Twilight again, this time making sure to lock her arms in place as she grabbed the Alicorn in a chokehold, trying to knock Twilight out, but the princess had other ideas.

Using her wings, she launched them both up into the air but with half a ton of Spartan clinging to her neck and a rapidly dwindling supply of oxygen, the flight was unsteady and chaotic.

'They need to know!' Twilight rasped, her magic trying to dislodge Lisa but she was holding on too tightly.

Error warnings began flashing across Lisa's HUD as the magic wreaked havoc on the MJOLNIR's systems but still she maintained her grasp though a quick glance down made her consider letting go. They were well over forty foot up in the sky and climbing.

She was about to let go once they reached the fifty foot mark but Twilight's body finally registered the lack of oxygen and shut down, sending her and Lisa plummeting to the ground where they landed with a solid whump and plume of dust.

Lisa took the brunt of the landing, winding herself in the process, and let out a soft groan as she released her hold on Twilight and roughly shoved the princess off, coughing as she rose to one knee.

Around her, the citizens of Ponyville emerged from their tents, roused by the ruckus and noise, before freezing at the sight of Lisa and Twilight on the floor.

The Spartan coughed and sucked in air, pulling out a syringe filled with enough sedative to knock Twilight out for the best part of eight hours. She injected the contents as Applejack, Fluttershy, Rarity, and Rainbow Dash appeared out of the crowd.

'Is she going to be okay?' Rarity asked, stopping just shy of her friend as Lisa stowed the empty syringe away.

Lisa coughed again and sat back on her heels. 'Maybe. The dose I gave her should last until morning.' She took her helmet off and spat something onto the ground, giving her armour a quick examination.

Some parts were blackened, similar to plasma scoring, but other than that it was fine. She slipped her helmet back on and waited for the shields to recharge, only they didn't.

Lisa rebooted her shield control software but the protective barrier remained down. A quick diagnostic revealed the control circuits that regulated power flow and usage had been burnt out, most likely caused by Twilight trying to dislodge her with magic.

She swore under her breath. Without a team of certified technicians, or replacement parts, she would be stuck without shields until the battlegroup returned.

Sighing, Lisa took some solace in the fact that everything else still worked, and that the outer layers of the MJOLNIR armour were almost invulnerable to small arms fire. It would take masses of armour piercing rounds to breach them and cause some damage.

Fluttershy stepped past Lisa towards her tent, staring sadly at the club Twilight had carried.

'Was she really going to try and hurt me?' she whispered.

'Yes.' Lisa said, standing.

'Why?'

Lisa turned to look as a team of doctors picked Twilight up and took her away.

'I'm not entirely sure.' the Spartan said. 'Twilight felt friendship had let her down after the events in the Griffin Kingdom, and decided that she didn't need it anymore, especially after I managed to rescue her by myself. The last thing I heard her say was that she'd show you that friendship isn't needed.'

'She didn't.' Rainbow Dash said.

'She did.' Lisa said, bringing up the recording from earlier that day.

The ponies listened, disbelieving at first, then in mute shock, as Twilight derided them all and denounced friendship, recoiling as though struck at her outburst, then shared uneasy looks when they heard Twilight's creepy giggles.

Lisa closed the recording then looked at each of the four ponies in turn. Everyone else that had come out of their tents had gone back in, as if sensing that what had happened was a private matter. The girls were silent so Lisa mentally shrugged and went into the tent Twilight had broken into, retrieving the club she had intended to use and the two sacks of hay from under the blankets that had stood in for Big Macintosh and Fluttershy.

Emerging out of the tent, she saw the four ponies had now vanished, likely to get some sleep ahead of tomorrow morning when they'd stage an intervention.

Looking at the clock and feeling a little sore from her rough landing, Lisa mentally shrugged again and headed back to her tent. She wanted to be well rested ahead of tomorrow as well.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, emergency relief area. 0754 Hours, January 16, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa watched as the moon dipped behind the mountains, disappearing from view, then turned her head to the west and watched as Luna raised the sun a few seconds later. It breached the horizon and sent a wave of light washing over the land, beating back the shadows.

She watched it for a few seconds then jumped down from her tree, passing by Luna's tent where the princess barely managed a weak hello before falling asleep from exhaustion. The doctor with her shook her head sadly at the Spartan.

'Princess Cadance will be here soon, doctor.' Lisa said. 'A week at the most.'

'Let's hope she can manage.' the doctor said.

Lisa just nodded and walked off, going towards the tent where Twilight Sparkle was under observation and sedation.

Her friends were sat outside, waiting, and they looked up as Lisa approached, Pinkie Pie growling in the Spartan's general direction. She hadn't been able to give anything more useful on how to stop this person, wherever he was, but had been able to glean a name, or least part of one.

What M30 meant was beyond Lisa. She didn't know if it belonged at the start of something, at the end, or was part of a serial number of some kind. Whatever it meant, one letter and two numbers, it was useless and wouldn't help her stop him from doing whatever horrific event Pinkie seemed to foresee.

Pinkie Pie muttered something to Rainbow Dash and walked off, taking hesitant steps as she tried to navigate through the growing crowd.

Rainbow Dash looked between the retreating pink pony and the rest of her friends, trying to decide on who to go with.

'Sorry.' she said, taking a step in Pinkie's direction. 'Pinkie Pie doesn't want to hang around you, Chief. Something about him being here, too.'

'It's fine.' Lisa said.

'I'll come back once Pinkie's in our tent.' Rainbow Dash said to the others. 'I don't want to let her try and get there by herself.'

'We understand, darling.' Rarity said. 'Come back as soon as you can.'

The Pegasus gave them an apologetic look then hurried after her friend, placing a guiding wing on her back. They were both soon swallowed up by the crowds.

A doctor appeared at the mouth of the tent, beckoning them all over.

'The princess is waking up.' he said.

Lisa drew her battle rifle and followed the remaining ponies inside, Applejack casting a disdainful glance at the weapon.

'Is that really necessary?' she whispered. 'Twi ain't gonna hurt us, and there ain't none of them Innies around.'

'Twilight tried to hit Fluttershy and your brother with a club last night.' Lisa said. 'I think being stopped from doing that, and then being sedated, is going to leave her paranoid and liable to act out, especially given her current mental instability. Having a weapon to hand is completely necessary.'

'You'd shoot Twilight?' Applejack said.

'If non-lethal countermeasures fail, yes.' Lisa said, producing a rock. 'I have to put the greater number of lives first. Princess or not, friend or not, if Twilight tries to hurt you all or me directly, and in doing so puts the camp at risk, I have to remove the threat.'

'That's monstrous.' Applejack whispered, pausing at the tent's door.

Lisa stopped next to her, regarding the pony. 'I'll only shoot her if every other attempt, and I mean every attempt, fails to stop her. I'm not a monster. I know she's your friend. But that's not a viable excuse to let her hurt your other friends, possibly even kill them.

'If Twilight does react badly, I'll let you try your best to stop her.' Lisa said. 'But if she doesn't listen, if her actions cause massive damage or a fatality, that's it.' She gestured to her rifle. 'You can hate me as much as you want afterwards but know that I'm putting the needs of the many ahead of the needs of the few.'

'Like Chrysalis.'

Lisa nodded. 'I only kill if it's the last option available to me.'

Applejack sighed and looked down at the ground, raising her head when Fluttershy poked hers out of the tent.

'Twilight's waking up.' she began to say. 'We all should-'

She caught sight of Lisa's battle rifle and stopped, going slightly pale.

'We're on our way, sugarcube.' Applejack said, sounding weary. 'Let's just hope she ain't too mad.'

She ushered Fluttershy inside and Lisa went in after them, ducking under the low door.

Inside Rarity stood next to the doctor, a member of Ponyville General called Stable, in front of a bed that Twilight was lying on top of, moving sluggishly and groaning every now and then.

Lisa stayed well at the back, tracking Twilight's every move.

The princess became more animated, eventually raising her head to look at the four ponies and lone Spartan with unfocused eyes. She blinked a few times, the last traces of the drug wearing off, then took her first coherent look at everyone.

They all tensed.

'Hey, Twi.' Applejack said softly, taking a step closer. 'How are ya'll feeling?'

Twilight didn't answer, eyes flitting from one pony to the next, before settling on Fluttershy, a less than friendly look on her face.

'You.' she breathed in a slurred voice, hoof vaguely pointing at the Pegasus. Evidently, not enough of the sedative had worn off to give Twilight full control of her body. Lisa just hoped that extended to her magic as well. 'You stole him from me.'

She began moving forwards, falling off her bed and landing on the floor in a graceless manner, legs flailing in the air, then righted herself and staggered towards Fluttershy.

The mare took a step back but remained where she was, letting Twilight draw closer who had raised a hoof to hit Fluttershy, before running forward to wrap Twilight in a tight hug, tears beginning to flow from her eyes.

'I'm so sorry, Twilight.' Fluttershy whispered, catching everyone off guard as she buried her head in Twilight's mane. 'I'm sorry for what happened. We should have been there with you. We should have begged to go on that trip with you. If only we'd gone, maybe Spike would have still been alive.'

Twilight remained frozen as Fluttershy continued to weep onto her shoulder.

'And I'm sorry about me and Big Macintosh. I never knew you liked him.' Fluttershy said. 'If only you had said something earlier.' She sniffed and brought her head up to look Twilight in the eye. 'I'm so, so sorry about everything. And I know you say you've given up on friendship but Twilight, I still consider you one of my closest and best friends.'

No one said anything for the longest while, their attention focused solely on Twilight and Fluttershy. If took some time before Applejack and Rarity regained their wits and joined Fluttershy in hugging Twilight.

'We're sorry, too, Twilight.' Rarity said. 'We know this must have been hard on you, but please. You don't have to turn you back on us. We're your friends, no matter what, and friends help each other, no matter what.'

'Yeah, Twi.' Applejack said, placing a hoof on her shoulder. 'We may not have been there to help ya in the Griffin Kingdom but we're here now. So come on. Tell us what's wrong. Let us help ya.'

For the second time that day, no one said anything for a long time. Long enough, in fact, for Rainbow Dash to reappear and join everyone in consoling Twilight.

Lisa watched them all, in particular Twilight, her eyes widening slightly in surprise when the princess began laughing, quietly at first but it soon grew in noise.

Doctor Stable, who until this point had been doing the same as Lisa and standing well back, began moving towards the huddle as Twilight's voice began cracking, her laughs turning into sobs. The girls kept hugging her, joining Fluttershy in crying, even as Twilight began full on crying, sagging against them like she had three days ago.

Lisa let out a breath she hadn't known she was holding.

The doctor seemed to have a satisfied look on his face then moved to stand next to Lisa whispering.

'I think all Twilight needed was for her friends to show they care.' Stable said. 'She was probably just emotionally drained.'

'Will she be okay?' Lisa asked, holstering her rifle, but Stable shook his head.

'Not for a while, no.' he said. 'But, she's on the road to recovery. I'll see about organising some more thorough psychiatric help than what I can give her.'

With that, Stable excused himself and ducked out of the tent, and Lisa, feeling uncomfortable at being present for such a personal thing, followed him where she bumped into an out of breath Pegasus. Derpy, if she remembered correctly.

She held up a hoof as she tried to catch her breath, leaning against the Spartan for support.

'What is it?' Lisa asked.

'One of those... One of those flying things.' Derpy said between breaths. 'A Toucan or something.'

'Pelican.' Lisa corrected, hand going for her battle rifle.

'Yeah, that.' Derpy said. 'I saw one flying to the south of Ponyville.' She pointed to the north. 'It landed and a bunch of humans got out.'

'How long ago was this?'

'Dunno. A few minutes? I came over as soon as I saw them.'

'And you're sure they're that way?' Lisa asked, nodding to the north. She recalled either Rainbow Dash or Fluttershy saying how Derpy's sense of direction could be off by a huge margin, and with Insurrectionists nearby she wanted to know exactly which direction they were in.

'Yeah.' Derpy said. 'There's about ten of them.'

'Alright. Thanks.' Lisa patted Derpy on the shoulder and set off in a flat sprint for the north end of Ponyville, finding she was looking forward to engaging something in combat. It made a welcome change to looking over ponies.
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Chapter Twenty-One

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, near Sweet Apple Acres. 0820 Hours, January 16, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

She stopped just shy of the hill's brow, dropped to a crouch then a crawl, then slowly moved towards the top as the voices of several people began drifting over.

Lisa listened in, trying to isolate any useful information, but it was just the banter of soldiers talking with their teammates as they set up a camp.

It puzzled her as to why the Innies would set up a base so close to Ponyville knowing she was nearby. Were they that stupid? Or were they very brave? Lisa just shook her head. It didn't matter. Soon, they'd either be dead or captured.

She reached the top of the hill, coming out in a thick patch of grass that was just tall enough to conceal her.

Lisa drew her battle rifle and surveyed the scene.

Eight soldiers, one of which was a pilot, were all clustered around the rear of a battered Pelican as they brought out and set up shelters, organised their supplies, and began creating a sort of forward operating base.

She settled on the Innies being stupid. They had no natural cover, setting up on a rolling, open grass plain that was separated from Ponyville by a hill barely high enough to conceal what remained of the town hall. All it would take was a single Pegasus flying overhead, or a passerby, and their location would be revealed.

If Derpy had spotted them, then they were either the worst soldiers in the world, or were part of some larger plan.

Lisa paused, thinking that over. By setting up in such an exposed location, they were all but advertising their position to everyone which meant that sooner, rather than later, word would have reached her and she would have come to take them on.

Were they bait in some trap?

Lisa crept back an inch and checked the skies for any anomalous black spots that could have been another Pelican, just waiting for her to make a move and expose herself, but saw nothing. The skies were clear.

She then considered the possibility that this was an attempt to draw her out of Ponyville to let another team slip in to the town and capture either Twilight or Luna, to use them as hostages.

Again, there was nothing. There were no screams of alarm coming from the town, nor did she see any Pelicans come in for a quick landing.

Looking back at the Innie squad, Lisa confirmed her first thought. They really were idiots.

She crawled back to her original firing position and took aim at the pilot. He was sat on one of the seats, smoking a cigarette, sharing a joke with who Lisa assumed was the squad leader. He wore a cap instead of a helmet and was barking orders at the rest of the soldiers. The glint of officer's bars on his shoulder confirmed it.

Lisa pulled the trigger, putting a triple-tap between the pilot's eyes then shifted to what she guessed was the squad's second in command, a grizzled looking bear of a woman, who had started to reach for an assault rifle after seeing the pilot suddenly keel forward, dead.

The Spartan fired again, catching her in the throat, she went down.

Unit cohesion fell slightly and Lisa eliminated another soldier, leaving six left behind including the officer. She fired a third burst, cutting down another soldier, then stood and raced for the remaining Innies.

They all froze at the sight of her, hands halfway to their guns, and remained like that as Lisa came to a halt half a dozen metres away.

She kept her battle rifle aimed at them, assessing which of the five had the most combat experience, settling on the first and fourth soldiers in the line. She calmly shot them both in the head, leaving three behind.

'You heartless bitch,' the officer spat, looking at his dead men. 'They were unarmed.'

'So was Canterlot and Ponyville,' Lisa said. 'Yet you launched missiles at both, killing thousands and crippling most of the survivors. I'm not heartless, especially not next to you.'

'I didn't launch those missiles.'

'Did you disagree with them being launched?'

'No.'

'Then you're just as bad the ones who gave the order,' Lisa said. 'And I'm justified in killing unarmed enemy combatants like those.' She gestured to the dead surrounding them. 'Now I need some information, and I only need one of you to give it me. So two of you are going to join your friends and one of you gets to come with me. Who's it going to be?'

The two privates baulked, looking at each with fear, while the officer glared at Lisa.

'Bitch,' he said.

'Does that mean you won't help me?' Lisa said.

The officer continued to glare her way. 'Do your worst. I ain't gonna betray my brothers and sisters.'

'So be it.' Lisa pulled the trigger and shot the officer in the chest, sending him crumpling to the floor.

Either side of him, the privates gawped at his corpse, before one of them, a scrawny kid barely out of puberty, decided which of the two would answer Lisa's questions and dove for his gun, hands falling within inches of the trigger before a final triple-tap from the Spartan's battle rifle ended his life.

The remaining Innie soldier stared at his fallen comrade then wrenched his gaze to Lisa, a tremble going through his frame as she marched over.

'Lucky you,' she said then pointed at the bodies. 'Load them onto the Pelican. We'll bury them afterwards.'

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, emergency relief area. 0843 Hours, January 16, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The Pelican came in for a soft landing, the thruster wash buffeting the nearby tents as dust was kicked up, only to settle as Lisa killed power to the engines and dropped the rear hatch.

She stepped out, forcing her bound captive to remain his seat with the bodies of his fallen comrades, and went off in search of Applejack, finding the farmer in one of the recreation spaces set up in the camp for the adults. Any children would play in the fields just south of the tent city.

Judging by the upbeat demeanour of the space, and the fact that Fluttershy and Big Macintosh were hugging each other and crying, Lisa guessed he had either proposed or they were expecting a foal. She mentally shrugged and tapped Applejack on the shoulder, getting her attention.

'I need you to help me with something,' Lisa said. 'Now.'

'Now?' Applejack repeated, her previous smile slowly turning into a frown. She looked at her brother and Fluttershy, then back at Lisa. 'Ah'm kind of in the middle of something. Big Macintosh-'

'This takes precedence,' Lisa said, cutting her off. 'Whatever he said or did, it's not as important as what I need you for.'

Applejack continued to stay where she was but the tone of Lisa's voice made her reconsider her

'You represented the Element of Honesty, correct?' Lisa said, getting a single nod back. 'Does that mean you can tell when someone is lying?'

'Ah guess so,' the pony said. 'It's more of a feeling than anything, but it's usually right.'

'Good,' Lisa said. 'This way.'

She led the pony back to the Pelican where a crowd had gathered, drawn by its landing and noise, but kept their distance, not wanting to get too close. They quickly dispersed at the sight of Lisa and Applejack, and the Spartan ducked into the back of the dropship and produced her prisoner.

'Here's the deal,' she said to him. 'I'm going to ask you a series of questions, and this pony will tell me if you're lying or not. You lie to me, I shoot you. You tell the truth, I don't shoot you. Understood?'

The solider nodded quickly, though Applejack's mouth had opened in horror at what Lisa had said.

'You'd shoot him?' Applejack whispered.

Lisa nodded. 'I'm pressed for time. Otherwise, I'd take my time and leave him mostly intact.' She turned to the Innie. 'First question: why did you make camp so close to Ponyville?'

'We were a recon unit,' he said. 'We were supposed to keep out of sight and keep tabs on the town and the princesses. You know, figure out when they were at their most vulnerable so we could snatch them.'

Lisa looked to Applejack, getting a faint nod of her head to signify it was truthful.

'The officer in charge wasn't very bright, was he?' she said. 'You set up camp in an exposed location, rather than in the nearby trees, or in the Everfree Forest. It was barely five minutes between you showing up and being spotted.'

It was the soldier's turn to nod. 'He was an arrogant prick. Thought because you'd been hit by the missiles, the ponies wouldn't leave town for much.' He shook his head. 'Guess he wasn't so smart after all.'

'He wasn't,' Lisa said. 'Second question: are there any more ships in orbit?'

'No.'

A quick glance at Applejack saw her freeze then give a minute shake of her head. Lisa wasted little time in drawing her pistol and firing a round through the Insurrectionist's foot.

He froze for the briefest of moments then howled in pain, falling to the floor to try and hold his injured foot but the zip ties Lisa had used prevented this, and he began writhing as Lisa holstered her pistol.

'I'll ask again,' she said. 'Are there any more ships in orbit?'

The Innie swore at her, and at Applejack, before howling with renewed pain as Lisa placed her boot on his injured foot.

'Yes!' he yelled. 'Yes, there are more! There are more.'

Lisa took her foot off and dropped to a crouch, moving the Innie so he was on his back and staring her in the face. Where there had once been fear was anger, hatred, and pain.

'How many?' she asked, making a show of drawing her pistol again and aimed it at his other foot. 'Class?'

'A corvette,' the Innie said.

Lisa began turning her head Applejack's way but a sharp intake of breath from her told her everything she need to know, and her prisoner knew it, too.

'It's a destroyer!' he screamed as Lisa placed the barrel of her gun on his foot, using her free hand to stop it from kicking the weapon away. 'A destroyer!'

His cries fell on deaf ears, turning into cries of pain as his other foot was shot, the 12.7mm round tearing through it and the boot surrounding it with ease.

'Just a single destroyer?' Lisa asked.

'Yes,' the Innie sobbed. 'Just one.' He tried to curl up into a ball but Lisa stopped him.

'We're not done,' she said, putting her gun to his kneecap. 'When will the griffins attack? And where?'

The solider sniffed and said, 'Manehatten, a few weeks. I don't know, it depends on the winds or something.'

'Numbers?'

'As many as they can,' he said. 'They're going to get as many boats together that can make the trip, then they're going to fill them with as many soldiers as possible.

Lisa looked at Applejack, noting her pallor had gone very pale. 'Is he telling the truth?'

She nodded weakly, catching sight of the two wounds Lisa had inflicted, and retched, looking away.

'What kind of support were you going to give?' Lisa asked, focusing back on her prisoner.

'Guns and stuff.' The soldier grunted in pain, trying to ignore the pain from his feet. 'We gave them enough assault rifles and grenades to equip about a thousand griffins, maybe two. They'll be the ones leading the attack. Everyone else who follows will be the occupying force.'

'When will the rest of the Innies follow up?' Lisa asked. 'Will they join in the attack?'

'They were going to stay in Manehatten, use that as a base of operations where they could 'advise' the griffins on what to do.' He shrugged. 'City's big enough to house everyone we have, and all our supplies. They were gonna start airlifting troops in a few days after it was taken.'

Applejack nodded again without even seeing Lisa look at her, as if sensing the unspoken question.

Lisa cocked her head, regarding the soldier. 'How do you know all this? It sounds like stuff only an officer would know.'

The soldier laughed, a mirthless sound as he sat up a little. 'As well as being an arrogant prick, our commanding officer couldn't keep a secret for very long. He told us everything.'

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** aboard captured Pelican dropship, en route to orbiting Insurrectionist destroyer. 1126 Hours, January 16, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

With her questioning over, Lisa had taken the Insurrectionist to a doctor to get his feet looked at while Applejack went to throw up somewhere, especially after seeing the pile of corpses in the back of the Pelican.

Lisa had just shrugged and went to her cart full of supplies, picking out one of her two HAVOK warheads. She returned to the Pelican and placed the bomb in the troop compartment, before sitting down in the pilot's seat and bringing the dropship to life.

Its engines powered up with ease, throwing out gusts of wind that shook all the nearby tents and covered everyone with dust that watched her go.

She fed more power to the engines and took to the skies, reaching the vacuum of space within a few minutes.

A quick scan of the dropship's radar revealed only one other object up there with her, its profile fitting that of an old destroyer the UNSC had retired years before encountering the Covenant.

She adjusted her vector and pushed the engines to the max, rocketing towards the ship.

The Pelican's radio came to life, just as she'd hoped.

'_Charlie-55, what are you doing?' _the voice on the other end, a woman, asked as Lisa drew closer. '_You're down as being engaged in groundwork.'_

'I've got wounded!' Lisa said, hoping she sounded panicked and on the edge. 'We were setting up camp near Ponyville when that god damn Spartan jumped us! It took out the LT and our pilot, and wounded the rest. I've got three with chest wounds and another two who are hanging by a thread.'

She faked a gasp of pain. 'I got hit in the gut but managed to pull everyone I could back onto the bird. Biofoam's holding but I'm coughing up blood.'

'_Acknowledge, Charlie-55. Head to the starboard hangar, we have medical teams en route. Hang in there.'_

'Understood. Let them know I'll be coming in hard and fast.'

Lisa killed the connection, guiding the Pelican to the destroyer. She could see a tiny pinprick of light appear on the side, the hangar doors opening to allow her access. This was going to be an interesting landing in a hastily planned and executed plan.

She'd be coming into the hangar at high speed, have to stop before she slammed into the hangar wall, and then deal with a ship full of Insurrectionists looking to kill her, all with her shields out.

'_Charlie-55, please reduce speed,' _the woman from earlier said. '_You're coming in too fast.'_

Lisa ignored her, cinching her restraints tight.

'_Charlie-55, acknowledge. Reduce speed. Charlie-55? Please respond.'_

Again, Lisa said nothing.

'_Pelican Charlie-55? Acknowledge. You need to reduce speed. Your current approach vector is not viable.'_

'I know,' Lisa said to herself as she came within five seconds of the hangar doors. 'That's why I'm doing this.'

She pulled the controls hard to port, making the dropship do a 180 so that the main engines were now facing the destroyer and sent a violent bout of deceleration shuddering throughout the whole airframe. Something snapped as Lisa was thrown forwards against her restraints but the held, barely, and she felt her head snap towards her chest as the Pelican impacted with the hangar wall, shattering every control in the cockpit, as well as the windscreen.

This was good, seeing as how Lisa had just blocked off the rear hatch and deformed the rest of the hull so much, she doubted that even with enhanced strength she could open any of the escape hatches.

She pulled herself from the wreckage of the cockpit and checked on the warhead. Aside from a few splashes of blood from the seven bodies and a ding on part of the casing, it was fine and lit up like nothing was wrong when Lisa tapped in the activation code, setting it for remote detonation.

With that done, she drew her battle rifle and made for the cockpit again, shooting out remained from of the windscreen before jumping through the weakened surface, spotting an intact Pelican not too far away.

She ran for it just as the outer hangar bays doors were closing, ready to fill the bay with atmosphere so that the medical team could attend to the wounded they believed had come in on the now crashed Pelican.

Lisa sprinted into the back of her new Pelican and dumped herself into the cockpit, quickly going through the start up procedure.

The hangar bay doors clamped shut and air started hissing into the bay, giving sound to Lisa's actions. She closed the rear hatch and powered up the dropship's weapon systems, selecting all the missiles it contained.

Across from her, an airlock leading into the main part of the destroyer opened and half a dozen medical personnel poured out, followed by a dozen more armed with assault rifles. Either they had seen her sprint from the wreckage, or were just being cautious.

Lisa selected the chin-mounted auto-turret and set it to manual control, unleashing a salvo of 70mm depleted uranium slugs at the Innie forces, tearing through them like the missiles that had wrecked Ponyville.

The dropship finally finished starting up and Lisa fed power to the engines, rising from the deck to manoeuvre herself into position near the hangar bay doors. They had sealed tight, and wouldn't open.

She primed all missiles and fired them, feeling the shockwave from the explosions buffeting her Pelican tanks to the close proximity. A piece of shrapnel glanced off the windscreen, cracking it, and several more bounced off the hull, each impact resonating throughout the craft.

Once the missile strike was over, the hangar doors more closely resembled Swiss cheese than sturdy items designed to keep air in and vacuum out, and air rushed out of the newly created holes. What remained of the medical team and their armed guards were sucked out as well, one piece getting lodged in a narrow gap.

Lisa studied the doors, seeing no particular gap big enough for her to fly through but some that, with a little help, could just about let her out.

She selected one, backed the Pelican up as much as she could, then threw the engines into full overload and launched her captured bird at the hole.

There was an ear piercing screech as metal scraped over metal, continuing down the entire length of the hull, then nothing but the roar of the engines as Lisa cleared the hangar doors. A keen whistling and flashing alarm on the control panel alerted her to a hull breach which she squelched, before another alarm started up.

The destroyer had tagged her as a hostile target and was bringing its point defence turrets to bear on her.

Lisa swore and tried to coax as much speed from the damaged Pelican as possible but it was already going as fast as it could. She aimed straight for Faustia, hoping to use the planet's gravity to give her a speed boost. She only needed to keep from being hit for a little while, just long enough to get clear before-

A rumble shook the Pelican and yet another alarm popped up, this one alerting her that the rear portside manoeuvring thruster had been hit and was non-operational.

She cancelled it, throwing the Pelican one way, then the other as more incoming fire was thrown her way. She dodged as best she could but the other thruster was hit, along with the starboard engine, reducing its power down to below half.

A small electrical fire had started up too, and the cockpit was slowly filling with smoke that made a beeline for the crack in the windscreen.

Lisa knew the Pelican couldn't take much more and brought up the activation signal for the HAVOK nuke, hoping the Innies hadn't located and thrown it out.

She sent the signal, bracing for the inevitable explosion and shock wave that as mere seconds away.

It hit her Pelican, buffeting it, and the follow up EMP fried the more delicate components of the dropship, leaving behind flight controls but not navigation, meaning Lisa would have to guess whereabouts Equestria was, and Ponyville in particular.

More alarms lit up on the controls, ranging from loss of power in some sections, to a leak in one of the fuel tanks, to the breaching of the hull in yet more places, alongside the EMP damage and stress being placed on the airframe from the explosion.

Despite everything, the Pelican made it out of the shockwave intact enough to keep flying, though Lisa was dubious as to how well it would handle the shock of entering the atmosphere, and at speed.

With her starboard engine now operating in a severely reduced capacity, it would all hinge on the port engine being able to pick up the slack.

She tensed as the Pelican entered Faustia's outer atmosphere, feeling it shake in response, and willed it to stay together.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** aboard captured Pelican dropship, somewhere near Ponyville. 1229 Hours, January 16, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

There was a horrendous grinding noise coming from somewhere, almost overcoming the screech of air rushing into the hole where the windscreen had once been. That had shattered into thousands of pieces during re-entry, leaving Lisa to feel the full heat as the Pelican had plummeted to the ground below.

Without her shields, it had been uncomfortable hot and several warnings had flashed up on her HUD about the MJOLNIR's internal temperature spiking. She'd cancelled them just as the dropship slowed down enough to dissipate the fireball that had surrounded it, giving the microcompressors a chance to overcome it.

Provided, of course, the landing was one she could walk away from.

The whole Pelican shook like a thing possessed, no longer stabilised by the tail mounted thrusters. It didn't help that part of the port wing had been torn away during the hangar escape, further compromising the flight controls.

Lisa aimed at the distant haze that was Ponyville, recognising the half-collapsed hulk of the town hall that rose above the town.

She heard a bang come from the starboard engine and on the rear camera, saw the trail of smoke that had been following her since entering the atmosphere thicken and grow, catching glimpses of fire at the bottom edge of the feed.

This bird was going down, one way or another, and the sooner she got off it, the better.

Dropping the Pelican as far down as she dared, Lisa activated the autopilot function and set it to maintain its current heading and altitude, moving into the troop bay where a fire was burning away and producing a thick, acrid smoke that trailed out of the open rear hatch, the door punctured by a lucky strike by the destroyer.

She paused, briefly, then jumped out the back door and fell to the ground, making sure to tuck herself into a ball and push the hydrostatic gel of her armour to the maximum safe limit. While she could have overridden it and produced more of a cushioning impact, Lisa didn't want to risk breaking the seal that regulated it all. She already had one piece of broken equipment. She didn't want another.

The ground came up to meet her quickly, and provided a hard cushion to land on. It felt like absorbing a number of assault rifle impacts at close range, rapid fire and painful.

She kept rolling then crashed through the wall of a semi-destroyed house, taking it out and throwing splinters of wood everywhere, before smashing through the next wall and was dumped on the streets, coming to an abrupt halt at the base of one of the few stone buildings in town.

With a grunt of pain, Lisa uncurled from her ball and reset the hydrostatic gel to normal, taking a moment to catch her breath.

Off in the distance somewhere, she heard and felt the Pelican touchdown. There was an almighty crash, then an explosion as the remaining fuel went up.

Coughing and shaking her head clear, Lisa stood up and checked for her battle rifle, only to find it had been torn away during the impact. She debated, briefly, about walking back along her landing strip to find it but decided against it.

The rough landing would have damaged it beyond what could be considered safe to use. She'd have to get another from her cache.

With another cough, Lisa set off with a noticeable limp towards the camp where her supplies were, already planning her next move.

Manehatten would be the first place struck by the griffins, and she needed to be ready for it.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, emergency relief centre. 0900 Hours, January 19, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

There was a general buzz about the camp, the fledging morale boosted by the arrival of help from the Crystal Empire.

The crystalline ponies looked strangely out of place next to their more normal looking and numerous Ponyville counterparts, but had quickly integrated themselves into the camp and distributed a number of supplies.

Cadance and Shining Armour had been the first to set foot off the train, forgoing the bowing as they did, and went straight to Twilight Sparkle and her parents, consoling them all. Fresh tears had been shed on both sides.

Lisa had briefly glanced in the tent as she walked past, seeing Twilight receiving a hug from her brother and sister in law while crying, then went to what amounted to the Royal Guard barracks. That is, the tent where they all lodged. It was next to Luna's, who was fast asleep though she was becoming able to stay awake that little bit longer after raising the sun and moon, growing accustomed to the strain.

Her doctor had taken this as a good sign, doubly so upon the arrival of Cadance, so that was one less thing to worry about, though Celestia's condition hadn't improved. But then, neither had it worsened. She was in a sort of limbo.

But, Lisa couldn't do anything about so she didn't dwell on it too much, ducking into the Royal Guard tent and asking for their atlas of Equestria.

One wordlessly handed it over and the Spartan began heading back to her own tent, encountering Cadance as she went.

'Ma'am,' Lisa said, nodding. She was beginning to not come to attention when meeting Equestrian royalty, seeing as they didn't stand on ceremony too much, she saw them almost every day, and they weren't, technically, her superiors. The princesses didn't seem to mind, either, possibly not even noticing.

'Chief,' Cadance said, trailing a hoof in the dirt. She paused, cleared her throat, then looked up at the Spartan. 'I, um, I never got a chance to... to say thank you, for rescuing me. Us. Rescuing us.'

Her eyes flickered to her midsection where the faintest of bumps was visible.

'It means a lot, to me and Shining Armour. Without you our family would have never been.'

'It's fine, ma'am,' Lisa said. 'I was just doing my job.'

Cadance nodded, just a slight movement of her head. 'I can't say I agreed with how you did it, killing Chrysalis like that, but again, thank you.'

Lisa gave a single nod.

'And thank you for rescuing Twilight,' Cadance added, glancing back towards Twilight's tent. 'She won't tell us much but I know it must have been traumatic.'

Another nod from Lisa. 'She lost Spike.'

'I heard.' Cadance momentarily looked down at the ground, a sombre expression on her face, then return her gaze to the Spartan. 'Do you think you could talk to her about it? I mean, you went through the same sort of thing, right? Losing somepony?'

'I'm not sure I'm the right person to talk to her about that, ma'am,' Lisa said. 'I set out for revenge after getting over the initial shock.' She gestured at herself. 'This is the result of that. Not exactly something a princess should aim for.'

'Oh, no. I don't mean, which path she should take. I mean, what you felt like afterwards and how you coped.

Lisa looked at the princess flatly. 'Ma'am, my entire coping mechanism was to sign up and become a soldier in the hopes of taking out as many of the alien bastards as I could before biting the bullet. I felt anger, hatred, and a burning desire to see the Covenant pay for what they did, and still do. So if you want Twilight to become semi-suicidal and make a vow of vengeance then sure, I'll talk to her.'

Cadance's expression went from sombre to mortified.

'Like I said, I'm not the best person to talk to.'

When Cadance's expression didn't change, Lisa sighed.

'Look, I know you want Twilight to get better,' she began. 'But she needs proper medical attention from a trained therapist, not me. I was willing to give up my life to get back at the Covenant to begin with.'

'And now?' Cadance whispered.

Lisa shrugged. 'Not so much. But if it means the mission is completed and buys Humanity some more time, even a few weeks, I'll die happy. Especially if some of those bastards go down with me.'

She excused herself and went past Cadance, heading to her tent, sitting down on the bed and opening the atlas, locating the page that contained the maps of the eastern coast and the cities there.

There were three major cities, Baltimare, Fillydelphia, and Manehatten, all of which would have to be evacuated, especially the last one. Of the three, Fillydelphia seemed to be the only one that wasn't a dedicated port city, possessing only a few small docks that no doubt housed pleasure craft and small freighters, so it was probably only a tertiary choice.

Baltimare seemed to capable of housing a decent fleet, a fact helped by a natural bay it sat in, but judging by the legend that came with the map the depth of the water in the bay was shallow, possibly too shallow for ships laden with war supplies to make it through, whereas Manehatten had plenty of deep water surrounding it, making it the prime candidate.

The plan Lisa had been working on for the past few days was coming together, needing only a few tweaks before it would be ready, and would be set in motion as soon as possible.

Lisa stood, heading out to get one of the two things she needed.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** aboard the Equestrian Express, en route to Manehatten. 1008 Hours, January 21, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

'Do you really need me to come, Chief?' Twilight asked, looking up at the Spartan as they trundled towards the city of Manehatten.

There was only them in the carriage, if not the entire train. It had been in Ponyville during the missile attacks, almost all of the crew killed or blinded, and the Crystal Ponies that had driven the engine carrying Cadance and Shining Armour had volunteered to man it, detaching all but two of the carriages to give them that bit more speed, and set off for the coastal city.

Lisa leaned back, arms folded across her chest, and said, 'Yes.'

'Why?'

'Because if I walked into the mayor's office, unable to properly communicate with them and brandishing a letter from any of the princesses, there'd be mayhem. With you there, you can act as an interpreter _and _order the evacuation. You are a princess, after all.'

'But why not Princess Luna? Or Cadance?' Twilight asked.

'Luna is too exhausted from raising the sun and moon to go, plus she hasn't received any prosthetics so progress would be slow and require a larger party to move her, and Cadance is staying behind to help her,' Lisa said. 'Celestia can't go because she'd pose a threat to everyone we met who came too close. You're the only one suitable to go.'

'I was due to start my sessions with Doctor Stable and the Baltimare specialist,' Twilight said. She shivered and turned away from Lisa. 'I want to put everything behind me, to get better.'

'You'll never put everything behind you, ma'am,' Lisa said. 'There'll be animosity towards the griffins, recurring nightmares, that sense of loss, scars.'

Twilight involuntarily glanced at the small nick on her leg, caused by shrapnel. The scabs were mostly gone, leaving behind slightly darker fur that grew from the scar tissue.

'You learn to live with it.'

'Do you have any, you know, nightmares, Chief?' Twilight asked as they entered a tunnel, the cabin lights flickering on a scant second later.

'More a reliving,' Lisa said, going on to describe the dream Luna had seen. 'I have it often enough but I've long since come to terms with it.'

'Anything else?'

Lisa shrugged. 'Not so much a nightmare but when I was being evacuated from Eridanus, that's when I developed my fear of crowded places.'

Twilight shifted, curiosity edging onto her face as she looked back at Lisa. 'It is?'

The Spartan nodded, going quiet, as she heard the whine of a Pelican's engine.

'When they were evacuating the planet, they didn't have as many Pelican dropships as they wanted to,' she said, her memories of the event flashing into mind with crystal clarity. 'There were hundreds of us, thousands, all scared out of our minds and weary. It'd been two days since the Covenant showing up and we'd been sleeping rough, waiting for a chance to get home.

'They were sending flights of Pelicans to the orbiting ships but each time they went up, some would get shot down and less people could be evacuated next time, drawing the process out.' Lisa swallowed and continued. 'I remember... I remember standing amongst all these people, taller than me, and not knowing who to go to for support. The Master Chief had vanished, going back into the fight, so I couldn't cling to him, and tensions were running high, like they were in Ponyville.

'We didn't know who would get sent up next, whether the Pelican we were on would get shot down, or whether the Covenant would attack us where we stood. Fights would break out over nothing. People got hurt, died even, and it was only the presence of Marines that stopped us from turning into a riot.'

Lisa blew out a long breath, shutting her eyes as more images appeared, of a forest of legs and tattered belongings, clutched in bloody hands. She fought them down.

'There was a sense of fear in the air like none I'd ever experienced before, and none since. I can't describe it, do it justice. It was a physical _presence _that went through each and every one of us, weighing us down as the dwindling flight of Pelicans returned, each bird picking up another thirty or so people, and rocketed away, not knowing if they'd be knocked out of the sky or not.

'I was sick a few times. Actually physically sick it was that bad.'

She leaned forward, head cradled in her hands, and tried to ignore a sudden urge to vomit right there and there. The Pelican engines came back, louder.

'When it was my turn to go on the Pelican, my heart was racing along at what felt like a thousand beats per minute. I kept wondering, will we be the ones who die? Will some Banshee strike the critical hit and send us plummeting to the ground in a fireball? I wasn't the only one because around me, the other evacuees were murmuring prayers, crying, making peace with each other.'

Lisa felt her chest tighten, deciding that reliving one of the worst moments of your life while travelling through a tunnel wasn't the best thing to do, and was relieved when they re-emerged into the wider world, natural light filling the cabin.

'That fear everyone had on the ground, how it was a weight, felt like it was crushing me inside the Pelican, like being cooped up was concentrating it to the point where I really couldn't breathe. I remember very clearly when someone heard the pilot say there was a Banshee coming towards us.

'Everything got very quiet, silent, like everyone was getting ready for the impact of a fuel rod cannon. Nobody said anything, not even a whimper. It felt like my heart had stopped, too, and the fear in the air intensified. I even stopped breathing.'

Lisa took her helmet off, covering her face completely with both hands, and let out a short breath, taking her hands away when she did. There was a tear on one and she wiped it off on the seat, clearing her eyes afterwards.

'When the Pelican finally docked on the ship and lowered its ramp, everyone just poured out and tried to get away from it as quickly as possible. I went into a corner and threw up before a corpsman came over, asking if I was okay.

'I said no and he took me to a bunch of other orphans, kids whose parents were killed by the Covenant. He sat me down next to a kid called Emile then went away.' She sat back up, staring off into the distance. 'The next time I went into a crowd of people, I started hearing the whine of a Pelican and felt my chest tighten, just like that.'

'Were you... were you, um, near a Pelican or...?' Twilight started to whisper before petering out.

Lisa shook her head. 'It was in the medical bay when they were checking us out. I had a panic attack, collapsed, and they diagnosed me as agoraphobic. Large crowds in enclosed spaces trigger flashbacks, and they bring on panic attacks. I almost didn't become a Spartan because of it, freezing at just the wrong moment during the initiation jump before overcoming it enough to jump.'

'I see why you didn't want to talk about it,' Twilight said.

'Yeah,' Lisa said. 'Bad memories.'

'How did you come to terms with it all?' Twilight asked,

Lisa shrugged. 'You just do after a while. At least, in my case. I simply woke up one morning and realised that no matter much how I grieved, they'd still be dead. There was nothing I could do to change that no matter how hard I tried. So I just accepted it, moved on, and that was it.'

Twilight made an oh noise and looked at her hooves as Lisa slipped her helmet back on, sealing the suit.

'Do you... do you think I'll be okay, Chief?' Twilight asked after several minutes, prompting a shrug from the Spartan.

'You have more than I did,' she said. 'Family and friends to support you, and a dedicated medical team looking out for your mental health. All I had was five hundred other angry orphans and not enough psychiatrists to go round. You'll be fine.'

The princess made another oh noise and lapsed back into silence, remaining that way for the rest of the journey.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** city of Manehatten, in the mayor's office. 1206 Hours, January 21, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

There was a great deal of noise on the streets of Manehatten, ponies stopping and pointing at Twilight Sparkle and Lisa as they passed by. Word had spread quickly of the tragedy that had befallen Canterlot and Ponyville, as well as Trottingham, and a number of journalists and paparazzi came up to the pair, asking questions and taking photos, but one glare from Lisa and they scarpered.

The more determined ones often required a physical encouragement to go, usually a harsh shove from the Spartan or similar, earning looks of ire from Twilight.

'You don't have to do that, you know,' she'd said to Lisa after one pony fell into a puddle.

The Spartan had shrugged. 'He wouldn't go away and we're pressed for time. Be thankful I'm not using more force.'

Twilight had grumbled under her breath, leading Lisa towards the mayor's office.

There they had gone straight past the receptionist, despite her objections, and Lisa threw open the door leading into the mayor's office without even knocking, interrupting a meeting of some kind between the mayor and two unicorns, both so similar looking they were either brothers or father and son.

One look at Lisa, and a look of recognition upon seeing Twilight, and they bolted, leaving the office without saying goodbye.

'You know them?' Lisa asked Twilight.

'Flim and Flam,' she said. 'Trickster showponies. They show up around Ponyville now and then. '

'Ah,' Lisa said before turning to the mayor, a wizened old Pegasus mare whose blue mane was slowly greying, wrinkles around her eyes. 'Don't bother with the translation spell, just tell her what I say.'

'Okay,' Twilight said, nodding.

The mayor gawped at the two, shocked by Lisa's alien appearance, then quickly composed herself upon recognising Twilight.

'P-Princess Twilight,' she said, bowing. 'What an honour it is to see you here. When word of what happened to Ponyville I was deeply worried, as were we all.'

Lisa rolled her eyes behind her visor.

'And what of Canterlot? Of Princess Celestia and Luna?'

'They survived,' Twilight said. 'Barely.'

'Well, if there's anything I or my city can do to help-'

'You can evacuate,' Lisa said, interrupting. 'Now.'

Twilight glanced up at the Spartan, getting a nod to translate.

'Evacuate?' the mayor said. 'But, why?'

'An armada of griffin ship are inbound, possibly two weeks out or less, carrying with it an invading army,' Lisa said, Twilight translating a second or two later. 'They're coming here to use it as a new base of operations and launch an attack into the rest of Equestria.

'Attack... Equestria?' the mayor repeated, slowly, shocked.

'Yes,' Lisa said. 'They, with backup from an alien species, will land troops in the harbours and capture or kill anyone they find.

Twilight faltered on the last part, the mayor going pale and silent, too.

'You need to evacuate everyone and head west, towards Los Pegasus and Vanhoover, anywhere on the west coast that can accommodate you, but do not go to Baltimare of Fillydelphia. We'll be heading there next to evacuate them as well.'

'Everypony?' the mayor whispered.

'Yes,' Lisa said again. 'Everyone. And the sooner you do, the better. Tell them to only grab the bare essentials and items they can't leave behind and go. That applies to the museums as well. Leave everything behind and get out. Because when the griffins come, anyone left in the city is going to suffer. Make that part perfectly clear.'

The mayor nodded quickly, searching for a pen and paper to write Lisa's instructions down.

'And I want you to send anyone who has experience crafting metal, designing and building production facilities, any kind of skill that can help quickly equip a militia with armour and weapons, you send them to Ponyville. Understood?'

'Yes, yes,' the mayor said. 'Builders, craftsmen, blacksmiths, anything that can help support this... militia, is that it?'

Lisa nodded, spotting a large map of Manehatten hanging on the wall. 'How accurate is that?'

'That?' the mayor asked, looking at Twilight as if to conform the question.

She nodded.

'Pretty accurate,' the mayor said. 'It's a full street map, completed just last month. Shows all the individual streets and buildings, highlighting points of interest.'

'Where are we on it?' Lisa asked.

The mayor pointed to a small section in the western part of town. 'That's the office.'

'And the train station is there,' Lisa murmured to herself, trying to gauge where the centre of Manehatten was. She pointed to a specific spot. 'What's here?'

The mayor shrugged. 'Heck if I know. I rarely go any further south than 34th street. Anything beyond that is a mystery.'

Lisa nodded her head vaguely, turning to Twilight.

'Ma'am, can you get back to the train by yourself? There's something I need to see to before we go to Baltimare and Fillydelphia.'

'I should be able to,' Twilight said. 'Why? What are you going to do?'

'Nothing you need to worry about, ma'am,' Lisa said, then, to the mayor, added, 'Begin evacuations. Get everyone as far away from here as possible. Anyone left when the griffins get here have only themselves to blame for what happens to them.'

Twilight began translating but stopped halfway, head shifting to Lisa.

'Wait, Chief, what's going to happen?' she asked but was talking to thin air, catching a glimpse of the Spartan's back as she ducked under the doorway and went out of the office.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** city of Manehatten. 1247 Hours, January 21, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa crossed over the street, dodging around taxis and irate pedestrians as they yelled at her, shaking a hoof her way, and followed the route she'd mapped out in her head, comparing it to the map from the mayor's wall.

Already sirens were echoing across the city, signalling to the citizens to leave, as government officials were spreading across it as well, carrying Lisa's instructions to tell everyone to leave, taking with them only what they couldn't bear to leave.

She counted off the blocks in her head, then swing a left, went down the street for three blocks, then hung a right, stopping in front of a massive tower complex that rose nearly a hundred stories into the sky.

Walking past the doorman, Lisa aimed for the stairs and went up a single floor, finding the door that led to the room situated right above the entrance. She opened the door, easily breaking the lock, and found herself stood in a sort of coffee room. There was a table in the centre, adorned with magazines and old cups, and couches spread along the walls.

Lisa strode to the window, looking down onto the street where ponies were just beginning to leave, going roughly in the right direction, laden with belongings and herded small children in some cases.

The evacuation of Manehatten was underway.

Dropping to one knee, Lisa pulled out an item that had been attached to the small of her back since Ponyville.

While Twilight was the first thing needed for Lisa's plan, this was the other.

She quickly set it on the ground and typed in a command, priming the device for remote detonation only, then covered it with pillows to hide it from view.

With that done, Lisa got up and ran for the lobby, emerging back onto the street, before running against the crowd to get to the train station, leaving the HAVOK nuke behind in its final resting place.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, Ponyville train station. 1124 Hours, January 25, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The atmosphere in Ponyville had changed dramatically during the time Lisa and Twilight's absence, feeling almost festive and celebratory, and all the ponies they saw had a spring in their step.

'Any holidays coming up that you know about, ma'am?' Lisa asked as they left the station and began walking down what had been the main street in Ponyville, now strewn with craters but cleared of rubble.

'No,' Twilight said, just as confused as the Spartan.

They walked along the street, saying hello to ponies that said hello first, aiming towards the relief centre but stopped when they saw a section of field on the edges of town was being prepared for some kind of event.

A number of chairs had been set up, arranged in two sections with a lush red carpet dividing the two that led to a another section of carpet, a flower archway looming over that and a pulpit bearing a book nestled in the centre of it.

Lisa looked down at Twilight who shrugged, heading towards it.

The Spartan followed, taking in the decorations that were being added to or taken away, their location decided upon by Rarity who was at the centre of a mass of ponies, issuing orders and adjusting pieces presented to her.

She happened to see Lisa out of the corner of her eye, and then Twilight, and quickly disentangled herself from the crowd surrounding her and dashed over, drawing her friend into a hug.

'Twilight, you made it!' Rarity said, letting go. 'We were worried you wouldn't be back in time.'

'Back for what?' Twilight said.

'Why, the weddings of course,' Rarity said, gesturing at the aisle, podium and decorations. 'With everything that's happened, all this talk of invasion war, a number of ponies decided that they didn't want to wait for the right time and asked to be married as soon as possible.'

'How many ponies are getting married?' Twilight asked.

'At least two,' Lisa said.

Rarity laughed and said, 'Morning Dew and Honey Drop, Bon Bon and Caramel, Pinkie Pie and Rainbow Dash-'

Twilight held up a hoof, cutting her friend off and saying, 'Back up. Did you say Pinkie Pie and _Rainbow Dash_?'

The fashion conscious unicorn squealed and grabbed Twilight.

'I know, darling. I was just as surprised as you when Rainbow Dash popped the question,' Rarity said. 'She walked up to Pinkie, took her hoof like this, and poured her heart out. Dashie even cried a little, proposing when she had finished.' She pulled a tissue from nowhere and dabbed her eyes. 'We all did a bit, especially when Pinkie said yes.

'Can you believe it, Twilight? Three of our best friends are getting married tomorrow!'

'Three?' Twilight repeated, slowly, drawing her hoof away from Rarity. 'Why? Who else is getting married?'

Rarity's expression faltered. 'You... you didn't know, Twilight?'

'Know what?' she said.

Lisa looked at Twilight, hand twitching towards her pistol.

'Twilight, he proposed almost ten days ago and she said yes,' Rarity said. 'I know you've been gone for a few days but, surely you must have heard something before you left.'

'No?' Twilight said.

Rarity's mouth opened a few times, the words dying on her lips, and she looked to Lisa for support but the Spartan remained silent.

Eventually the pony sighed and said, 'Fluttershy and Big Macintosh. He asked her on the day that ship was destroyed by the Chief.' She placed a hoof on Twilight's shoulder. 'Darling, I thought you knew.'

Twilight said nothing, her mouth now refusing to work, then made a kind of half choked cry and ran off, leaving Lisa and Rarity standing side by side.

'I thought she knew,' Rarity whispered as Twilight was lost from sight, running behind a half collapsed building. 'Everypony on camp knew.'

'Evidently not,' Lisa said. She waited a few seconds then began walking back to camp.

'Shouldn't we go after her?' Rarity asked, noticing the retreating Spartan.

Lisa stopped and looked over her shoulder at the unicorn. 'You can if you want to, but I've still got to prepare for the invasion of Manehatten. Going after the princess is low on my list of things to do.

'But...' Rarity tried to say but Lisa was already walking away.

The unicorn let her gaze linger on the Spartan then ran after Twilight.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, emergency relief area. 1201 Hours, January 25, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

'I'd like a word with you,' a voice behind Lisa said as she hefted and examined a telescope she'd appropriated from Baltimare, one she hoped was powerful enough to observe things a hundred or so miles away.

She looked up and turned around to see Doctor Stables, a less than pleased expression on his face, standing in the entrance of her tent.

'About?' Lisa said, placing the telescope down.

'Princess Twilight Sparkle,' Stable said. 'She was due to start her psychological counselling six days ago but was unable to attend due to her being with you.'

'And?'

'She's in a delicate place right now, and she needs help,' Stable said. 'The princess cannot afford to delay her treatment, even by a few days. She's already suffered one emotional breakdown already. Who's to say that recent events won't bring about a second?'

Lisa looked at the pony, cocking her head to one side. 'You mean, finding out Fluttershy and Big Macintosh are getting married tomorrow?'

Stable nodded. 'Princess Twilight tried to hurt them after finding out they were merely going out. To now discover they're to be wed, and to find this out after everypony else and with such little time to process it, I'm worried she'll do something even more drastic, or become even more distant.'

'Well, she's here now, doctor,' Lisa said. 'You'll be able to treat her now and be pleased to know I don't need her for anything else.'

'That does little to make me happy,' Stable said. 'I needed her six days ago and now she'll most likely be needing more therapy than before. Congratulations.'

'I couldn't have evacuated Manehatten, Baltimare, or Fillydelphia without her.'

Stable snorted. 'Is one pony's mental health worth so little to you?'

'If it helps save thousands of lives in the future and helps me stop a major threat to your country, yes,' Lisa said. 'The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few. If I hadn't done what I did, then all those ponies in the cities the griffins and the Innies are planning to attack would be at risk.'

'You could have gotten a signed order from any one of the _four _princesses here,' Stable hissed. 'Just a single piece of parchment with a scrawled message bearing any of their royal crests could have done the job just as quickly and without putting any of their health at risk.'

Lisa shrugged. 'Would you have believed me if I had just walked in, unable to communicate with anyone, and brandished a scruffy letter that ordered the evacuation of an entire city?'

Stable's jaw clenched and unclenched. 'We're still talking about seriously affecting somepony's mental health,' he said.

'Twilight was fine until she found out about Big Macintosh and Fluttershy,' Lisa said. 'I had no control over that.'

'But if she had been here, we could have broken the news to her gently,' Stable said slowly, glaring at the Spartan.

She shrugged again. 'Who's to say her reaction would have been any different? It would have been just as traumatic for her, regardless of how nicely they told her.'

Stable glared at Lisa for the longest time, jaw silently moving.

'Don't ever go off with any of my patients ever again,' he said quietly. 'They are under my care, and I am responsible for their well being. Them, and their immediate family. I cannot be doing with some alien undermining the work I put in to make them well again.'

'I doubt I'll need any of your patients, doctor,' Lisa said.

The pony kept glaring at her, lip curling up in disapproval. 'You're heartless, you know that?'

'So I've been told,' Lisa said. 'And unless you need me for anything else, can you please leave? I'm busy getting ready to repel the invasion of your country.'

Stable grunted something under his breath and turned around, heading back out into the crowds after throwing one last glare the Spartan's way.

Lisa mentally shrugged and went back to the telescope, checking it over. She needed to see a way away and lacking a sniper scope or the STARS, this would have to do.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville. 1000 Hours, January 26, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

By next morning, the preparations for the weddings were almost complete.

Rarity and a team of ponies had worked late into the night, stringing up flowers and ribbons between the nearby trees and along the archway that overlooked where Princess Cadance would conduct the ceremonies, while Applejack and another team had been baking away, preparing a sumptuous buffet of food large enough to cater for everyone, as well as crafting no less than six individual cakes for each of the newly wedded to cut.

All in all, it had been a staggering undertaking to say it had been thrown together in less than ten days and everyone involved in the preparations had slept well the night before, in some cases literally collapsing onto their beds.

And now, as the clock crawled past ten o'clock, everyone gathered at the makeshift chapel that had been set up on the field. The ponies began filtering in, heading to their assigned seats, while those with crippling injuries were helped by doctors and nurses, a team of them wheeling a somewhat tired Luna over.

Off to one side was Celestia, isolated from everyone else and looking haggard, the radiation still sapping her strength. She nodded, weakly, to the Spartan and Lisa nodded back, hesitant to get too near.

With her shields out, Lisa's main defence against the radiation was gone, and with Innie attacks likely to occur in the future she didn't want to compromise her fighting ability by contracting radiation sickness.

Before too long, all the ponies had taken their seats and Cadance appeared, walking up the aisle to the podium where she stood behind it and looked out at the crowd, smiling warmly.

Soon after, the twelve ponies came out from their tents, wearing tailored suits and dresses that Rarity had created, stopping on the carpet before Cadance, looking at her.

Lisa spotted Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie, both of them looking content, though failed to see where Twilight was. She wasn't sat with her family, with Applejack or Rarity, or next to Princess Luna.

She scanned the edges of the field, wondering if the princess had decided to keep away from the crowds and watch from a distance, but saw no sign of her.

She mentally shrugged and went back to half watching the ceremony, half watching the horizon.

'Mares and gentlecolts,' Cadance began, speaking loudly enough for everyone to hear as the happy couples shared excited looks with each other. 'We are all gathered here on this special day to witness the union of six couples who, despite recent tragedies, have not let their love for one another dwindle or diminish, a shining example of how devotion and unity can overcome any obstacle.

'Each of them has suffered recently, either through physical injury or the loss of a loved one, but with the help of their cherished special somepony they overcame, and are stronger for it.' She smiled warmly at each couple, one or both sporting injuries from the missile attack, and nodded. 'And it is with the utmost delight that I now pronounce you wedded.'

Cadance dipped her head in assent, signalling to the ponies they were now married and they leaned in to kiss their partners, the crowd behind them cheering and, in more than a few cases, crying with joy.

Lisa watched them all for a few brief seconds then resumed her patrol, walking around the edges of the event, eye on the horizon.

Everything looked okay. There were no patches of silence or sudden lack of birds. On the contrary, a number of them had taken up residence in the flower archway, adding their voices to the celebration, and more woodland creatures than Lisa had ever seen were cheering from the sidelines, no doubt in support of Fluttershy and Big Macintosh.

So why did she feel so ill at ease?

She tightened her grip on her battle rifle, wishing she could still access the STARS satellite but alas, that had been knocked out by the Innie nuke trying to kill Celestia. All Lisa had left were the sensors in her suit and her gut.

Her sensors, being so close to the four Alicorns, were beyond useless and could only tell her things like the ambient air temperature or which way north was, while her gut was nagging at her, saying despite the happy atmosphere everything was not alright.

Lisa sighed, giving in, and marched to the closest Pegasus, Blossomforth if she remembered correctly.

She tapped the Pegasus on the shoulder, getting her attention.

'Can you do something for me?' Lisa asked.

'Uh, yeah,' Blossomforth said. 'Sure.'

'I need you to perform a recon of the area, look for anything not Equestrian,' Lisa said. 'Like a Pelican or something that wasn't there before.'

Blossomforth nodded. 'Which way?'

Lisa pointed east, towards the coast. 'A few miles, maybe more, but if you see anything out of the ordinary come straight back here. Okay?'

'Okay.'

The Pegasus took flight with a single flap of her wings and headed east, the ponies nearby giving her and Lisa odd looks as the newly wedded couples went to their individual cakes, followed by their close family and friends.

Lisa stepped away and headed to a nearby hill, watching Blossomforth fly off, hoping the high ground would help her spot any incoming threats.

She stopped atop the hill, battle rifle up, and swept the surrounding countryside with practised slowness, pausing on spots she wasn't too sure of, but still saw nothing.

She lowered her rifle, casting a glance at the wedding.

There were five distinct groups forming, Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie joining up with Fluttershy and Big Macintosh, and from several speakers music was playing. The occasional sound of voices drifted over, soft murmurings and laughter, and Applejack's buffet was revealed.

The minutes ticked by and still nothing bad happened, and Lisa considered the possibility that her gut was wrong. It hadn't been the first time, sometimes not alerting her to an ambush or, like in this instance, alerting her to a threat that wasn't there.

But, Blossomforth hadn't returned from the simple recon job Lisa had sent her on. It was just a case of fly a few miles out, take a quick look, then fly back. No more than a six minute job given how fast the Pegasi could fly, maybe seven, but it was slowly creeping towards eleven minutes.

When it hit twelve minutes, Lisa decided something was definitely wrong. Even a thorough check from the air wouldn't have taken this long, and Blossomforth was good friends with one of the ponies getting married. She would more than likely perform a superficial check then come back, falling inside Lisa's estimate of six minutes, rather than stay out this long.

Lisa began jogging for the music desk where a white unicorn mare was in the process of changing one of the discs over, dodging around ponies, when Blossomforth finally appeared.

Several in the crowd saw her before Lisa did, gasping in horror and shock as they pointed hooves at her and when Lisa turned her head, she saw why.

Blossomforth's coat was streaked with blood, easily showing up against her light pink coat, and one leg was missing. She got within half a dozen metres of the wedding before dropping from the sky, crashing through one of the cakes and toppling it, and remained still even as a crowd began forming around her.

Lisa sprinted for the downed pony, roughly barging others aside, and dropped to a crouch beside her, hand reaching for her med kit, only to check that motion upon seeing the full extent of Blossomforth's wounds.

Along with having one leg missing, the source of all the blood was from several bullet wounds, most likely from an assault rifle or SMG. A single lucky round had torn away the side of Blossomforth's head and skull, revealing her underlying brain which, too, showed signs of damage.

A quick check for a pulse revealed there wasn't one, nor was the mare breathing, though Lisa attention, and that over everyone else, was suddenly redirected by the sound of multiple Pelican engines cutting through the air.

She snapped her head up in the direction of the noise, seeing five of the dropships converging on their position.

'Scatter!' Lisa shouted, already moving for cover, and around her the crowd was fifty-fifty in terms of moving to cover and being rooted to the spot in fear.

Those that chose to move ran for whatever cover they could find, often a ditch or behind a rock, though many simply ran to and fro in a panic, creating chaos which was compounded when fifty armed Insurrectionist soldiers emerged from the tree line and began firing their weapons.

Some fired at the crowd, hitting ponies with automatic fire and killing or wounding them, while the majority fired around the ponies, herding them into a massive crowd as they moved to surround. A small squad went for Celestia, training their guns on the princess as she looked back at them with unbridled hatred.

Lisa kept her rifle up and switching from one target to the next, thinking of a way to get out of this.

She had one rifle, no shields, and was outnumbered fifty to one, plus on the wrong end of five Pelican dropships, whilst also having to try and protect just as many civilians and four members of Equestrian royalty.

If there was a way out, she didn't see it.

One Innie came forward as she was forced to press up against the ponies, regarding her.

'You know, we were kind of hoping you'd be here, Spartan,' he said. 'Kill two birds with one stone. We got Twilight back, you under a gun, and the other princesses here as well. We can wipe out what remains of Equestria's royalty in a snap and get this invasion under way.'

'The UNSC is on its way,' Lisa said, rifle trained on the man. 'You know what that means, right? Marines, Helljumpers, orbital support. You've not got any ships in orbit anymore.'

'We will as soon as our fleet gets here,' the Innie said. 'And they'll be here before the fascists do, and we'll be ready for them.'

'You hope,' Lisa said.

The Innie smiled. 'We know.' He directed his soldiers to take a few steps back. 'But, just to be sure we've got a strong presence on the ground, we're gonna kill all of you here today, and Twilight, then we're going to let the griffins do all the hard work before taking over. Don't want a Spartan running around ruining all our hard work.'

He held up his hand, ready to give the fire order, and Lisa tensed. She'd be able to shrug off some of the rifle fire easily enough, but not from all direction at once and not if they were using armour piercing rounds.

Maybe if she threw herself backwards into the crowds, used them as cover, she might be able to begin engaging the ground troops.

Her eyes drifted to the Pelicans hovering over them all.

There was no way she could tackle them, lacking heavy weapons like a rocket launcher or Spartan Laser.

'Kill them all!' the Innie leader shouted, dropping his hand.

The Pelicans fired first, launching a wave of missiles each that screeched towards the group, followed almost simultaneously by a blinding flash of light.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville. 1026 Hours, January 26, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

A dread silence filled the air as Lisa crouched and tensed, preparing for the inevitable impact of missiles and bullets, and both it and the lack of incoming fire made her cautiously look up to see a transparent purple wall surrounding her and the ponies.

She stood up fully and saw Shining Armour's horn was glowing with the same shade of colour as the shield, his face showing some strain as beyond the protective barrier the Innies continued pouring fire onto their position which, if Lisa had counted correctly and properly identified their weapons, amounted to over three thousand rounds of 7.62mm per salvo.

They reloaded again and unleashed another three-thousand round assault while above and behind them, the Pelicans launched a second wave of missiles and added their chin mounted turrets to the fray.

Shining Armour grunted in exertion and Lisa spotted a faint trail of blood coming from his nose. Then her eyes drifted to his suit.

'You're hit,' she said, moving towards the unicorn as blood seeped out from some unseen wound, hidden by his suit. She pulled out a canister of biofoam and ripped open Shining Armour's suit, revealing three bullet wounds clustered together on the upper right of his chest.

The pony grunted again and his shield wavered before becoming coherent again.

Lisa primed her canister and inserted the tip into the largest wound, triggering the medical foam.

Shining Armour gasped, this time in relief as the painkillers took effect, and his concentration faltered. Not by much, but enough so that the shield protecting everyone flickered on and off enough to let a few rounds in.

Several ponies across the crowd screamed in pain and one or two bullets pinged off Lisa's armour.

Any more were once again blocked as Shining Armour fully focused on casting and maintaining the shield.

Lisa discarded the empty canister and looked through the shield to the enemy beyond, seeing they were reloaded for a third attempt at breaking through the shield, thinking how best to take them on, but a quick check off all the ponies inside the shield revealed they were short a princess.

Outside, Lisa saw Princess Celestia continue to glare at the nearest Insurrectionist forces, her mane flickering between tri-coloured and pure gold.

Maybe she wouldn't have to deal with the Innies after all.

'Keep maintaining the shield until I tell you to stop,' Lisa said, easing Shining Armour to the floor and allowing Cadance and a doctor to see to his wounds, then addressed everyone else.

'Everyone, keep your eyes closed until I give the all clear, okay?'

A few gave the Spartan confused looks but did as asked, even dropping to the ground and covering their heads, as Celestia's mane continued to alternate between colours.

'Come on,' Lisa murmured to the princess. 'Turn into Solar Flare, wipe them all out.'

No one really had a name for the alternate form Celestia had turned into after meeting Callahan though in keeping with naming them after some unforgiving occurrence, Lisa settled on Solar Flare. It summed up the power she had, rivalling a sun in intensity, and was vaguely similar to Nightmare Moon, Luna's alternate form.

Both were related to the sky and both were looked upon with some worry.

She got her wish as Celestia's mane turned brilliant gold, her form growing larger as armour appeared from nowhere, signalling her transformation into Solar Flare.

Even through the shield, the temperature began spiking and, more worryingly, so did the background radiation count. Lisa glanced back at Shining Armour.

The increase in heat was undoubtedly placing a greater strain on him, evident by the sweat beading on his head and the more pronounced trickle of blood coming from his nose, and the Spartan turned back to watch Solar Flare as the Innies trained their weapons on the new threat as it approached them, a number of small fires starting in the immediate area.

They opened up, pouring fire from every direction into Solar Flare but the heat rolling off her simply melted the bullets before they could get too close.

'Don't kill the officer,' Lisa called out, hoping her voice could penetrate the barrier. 'We need him to find out where Twilight is.'

Solar Flare seemed to pause, head twitching in the general direction of Lisa's voice, then went back to the Insurrectionists.

Her horn glowed brilliant gold and a similar glow appeared around the Innie officer that had spoken, fully engulfing him, then both vanished, only for the latter to appear before Lisa, his uniform charred and smoking slightly.

Lisa drew her pistol and aimed it squarely at the man.

'Twilight,' she said. 'Where?

'Not here,' he said.

She shot him in the knee without a moment's hesitation.

'Where,' Lisa said a second time, taking aim at his other knee while resting her boot on his crippled one.

He didn't answer.

She shot his knee.

'The groin next,' Lisa said. 'Then I work my way through each and every joint left in your body.'

The man swore under his breath, writhing in pain as he tried to free his knee from under Lisa's boot but each tug just exacerbated the pain. He whimpered and stopped, eyes tracking the pistol as took aim at his crotch.

He went to open his mouth but Lisa held up a finger, signalling for him to stop.

'Before we go any further, I'm going to call a pony over who knows if you're lying or not,' she said. 'If you lie just so I'll take my foot off,' She pressed her boot down on his wound, making him howl with pain. 'I'll shoot you. Understood?'

'U... understood,' the man whispered.

Beyond the bubble, Solar Flare looked at the Spartan with what could only be described as impatience.

'I'm going as fast as I can,' Lisa said to her. She looked over her shoulder at the crowd. 'Someone find Applejack and have her come to me. I need her help.'

Back outside, the Innies had either depleted all of the ammo or realised the futility of trying to shoot Solar Flare and had ceased fire, now looking ready to retreat away from her, and the Pelicans had begun backing off slightly, but the Alicorn they had been attacking had other ideas.

A huge wall of flame surrounded the Innie forces, its intense heat knocking them off balance and back towards Solar Flare, while beams of energy shot from her horn and struck each of the five dropships right in their engines, destroying them.

Lisa expected for them to veer out of control and fly through the wall of flames but again, Solar Flare had other ideas and a second beam grabbed them, pulling the crippled Pelicans down for rough landings right in the middle of the cornered Innies.

They scattered as best they could but in most cases it was either death by impact or death by burning.

Applejack finally limped over, blood trailing from a wound on her leg, and went pale at the sight of the Innie being held captive by Lisa.

'Same drill as before,' the Spartan said. 'I ask, you tell me if he's telling the truth or not.'

'Okay,' Applejack whispered.

'Twilight,' Lisa said to her prisoner. 'Where.'

'In one of the Pelicans,' the Innies sobbed quietly as tears streamed from his eyes while Applejack nodded, confirming his story. 'We put her in one of the birds, don't know which one.'

Lisa's head snapped to the closest downed Pelican, assessing the damage done to it by Solar Flare. A single engine destroyed, possibly throwing shrapnel out into the blood tray as well as fire, then a rough landing that had enough force to crumple the nose of each dropship and throw up a plume of dirt. She winced. Not exactly favourable odds for any occupants, especially if they weren't strapped down which, Lisa guessed, Twilight wouldn't be. The Pelicans had been designed with bipedal forms in mind, not quadrupeds.

Provided, of course, that the Insurrectionists hadn't already killed her.

The officer at her feet had made it clear they were planning on killing all of Equestria's remaining royalty, in effect the four Alicorns with Canterlot nothing but a memory, so why go through all the trouble of putting them on a dropship when a few rounds from an assault rifle would be all that was needed?

But then, if they were hoping to kill every Alicorn, why abduct one? Why put them on a dropship rather than kill them outright?

There might be hope for the princess yet.

'She's inside one of the Pelicans!' Lisa shouted as the doctor who had seen to Shining Armour tended, very briefly, to Applejack's wound. 'Twilight's in one of the Pelicans.'

Solar Flare's head twitched her way again, the only sign she'd heard the Spartan, then twitched back to survey the remaining Innies.

'Find her,' Solar Flare commanded, her voice roiling through everyone like thunder. 'Find Twilight Sparkle and you may yet live.'

No one moved.

'Now!' Solar Flare shouted, this time making the ground move, and the Innies moved as if shocked with electricity, scrambling for the closet Pelicans as the Alicorn glared at them with narrowed eyes, her horn glowing.

Several minutes passed before a shout went up, three of the Insurrectionists hauling a limp purple form from the back of a dropship.

Instantly a golden glow surrounded Twilight and she was teleported to the shield's interior, leaving just Solar Flare and the remaining human rebels outside.

'Everybody down!' Lisa yelled as Solar Flare's horn's glow intensified, now matching and then outdoing the sun for brightness.

She threw herself to the floor, using her body to cover Twilight Sparkle, and tensed as everything outside the bubble turned brilliant white.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville. 1049 Hours, January 26, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

There was a vague circle of grass left where the weddings had taken place, the only thing shielded from Solar Flare's release of energy.

Everything else, the chairs, the food, even the Pelicans, had been turned to ash and shadows on the floor. It was like ground zero of an atomic explosion. Just dust and echoes.

Lisa observed it from atop the closest hill, not wanting to get too near to the location.

Along with burning everything in sight, Solar Flare had heavily irradiated the area.

She had been partially right in thinking that the more magic there was, the worse the radiation might become. Before turning into Solar Flare, the amount of radiation given off by Celestia had extended maybe ten metres from her and limited exposure time for ponies to ten minutes, maximum.

Now it reached more than twenty metres from her and exposure time for anyone was maybe a minute, possibly two, before the dosage became potentially lethal. Even Lisa couldn't get too close for very long without it being a major concern.

As such, and because Celestia had once again fallen into a coma, the Alicorn of the day had been left lying amid the shadows of what had once been Insurrectionist soldiers.

Lisa shook her head. She very much doubted the princess would live long enough for UNSC help to arrive, or, on the off chance they did appear before then, it would be too late and Celestia's body would be too weak to respond to whatever treatment they put her on.

A single Royal Guard was on top of the hill as well, keeping a vigil in case the Innies came back to finish the job, and would come to find the Spartan if they did show up.

She nodded to him, getting a nod back, then turned to go back into Ponyville.

Another seven ponies were dead, shot to death, with twice as many wounded, a mixture of bullet wounds and fresh cases of flash blindness caused by Solar Flare.

Among the wounded was Fluttershy and Princess Luna, both of them blinded but only the former had been shot. Two rounds had torn through the newly wedded mare's abdomen, one of them getting lodged inside, and doctors were quickly operating to repair the damage.

Lisa found a distraught Big Macintosh sat outside the field hospital, staring blankly at nothing, while Applejack was sat next to him, both of them silent with shock. Neither noticed the Spartan and she walked on, finding Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie.

The Pegasus tried to look at her but failed, turning away as tears fell from eyes, glancing down at a mass of charred feathers and burnt flesh on her wing, and the Earth pony pointed her hoof at the as yet unseen M30.

'You bastard!' she screamed, shaking with rage. 'Why can't you just leave us alone? Why?'

Lisa quickly moved on, coming across Shining Armour and Cadance, accompanied by a doctor who was checking the unicorn's vitals.

He still had the three rounds in his chest but the biofoam Lisa had pumped into him was holding for the moment, freeing up a team or surgeons who could attend to one of the more serious cases. Even so, Shining Armour's complexion was paler than usual and sweat continued to bead on his head.

Cadance looked at the Spartan but her expression was vacant, like dealing with an attack was too much, and she said nothing.

One tent along was Rarity, the only one of the six ponies Lisa had first met who was unharmed. The same couldn't be said for her sister Sweetie Belle. A single round had nicked an artery in her neck, and the little filly had bled to death in her sister's hooves. Her blood showed up clearly on the unicorn's white coat. She didn't look up as Lisa passed either, silently crying by herself.

A few tents further on, Lisa found Twilight Sparkle.

She had been relatively unhurt from the Pelican crashing, suffering a few minor cuts and bruises that would heal up within a few days, a week at the most, but during the crash she must have hit her head on something and with considerable force because where her horn had been was now a jagged stump, intermittently releasing a few errant sparks that quickly vanished.

The Alicorn had said nothing since coming to, reverting to her earlier mute state, staring blankly into space even as her mother and father tried their best to make her speak, barely holding back their own tears.

Both of their children had been badly wounded and there was nothing they could do about.

Lisa looked away from the three and went to her tent, retrieving the telescope she's taken from Baltimare. It was undamaged and could be collapsed to make it more portable. A must considering what Lisa needed to use it for.

She packed it up, grabbed her rucksack full of supplies, then went off to find the Crystal Ponies that had driven the train. They had to make one more trip.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville. 1524 Hours, February 01, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Manehatten was gone.

Lisa had ridden the Equestrian Express to the mountains west of the port city, had the ponies stop there while she climbed the highest one with the telescope under one arm, then settled in to await the arrival of the invasion force.

She's had to wait all of two days, spotting the off-white sails of the Griffin Navy on the horizon with her telescope, followed soon after by the remaining Insurrection Pelicans. Between Lisa and Solar Flare, they'd taken out at least ten of the dropships in under three weeks.

Not bad for a Spartan with only a battle rifle and a princess with radiation poisoning.

Lisa then counted at least twenty Pelicans touching down across Manehatten, some of which had been carrying things like Warthogs or bulky equipment under their overhanging tails.

When no more ships had appeared on the horizon and had drawn close to the city, she sent the activation signal for the HAVOK nuke hidden in the hotel and wiped out the whole invasion force in the blink of an eye. All that remained of the city was a mushroom cloud which would soon disperse and a lingering background radiation count which would deter anyone from building there for a while.

Still, well over a thousand griffins and an unknown number of Innies, along with a huge chunk of their transport capabilities, had been eliminated. The threat of invasion was now severely diminished, and even if the Griffin Kingdom could build up a similar sized army, it'd take time to do so, as well as amass a fleet large enough to bring it over to Equestria.

In Lisa's mind, the trade off was worth destroying an entire city and irradiating the local area for years to come.

She stepped off the train in Ponyville feeling better than when she'd stepped on it six days ago, like a huge weight had been lifted from her shoulders, and was probably the happiest person in Ponyville at the moment though there wasn't much competition.

Two attacks in the space of two weeks, a day meant to be joyous marred by more deaths and crippling injuries, and the fact that none of the four princesses were okay.

One was dying of radiation poisoning while her sister was blinded and missing her back legs, the next was comatose after losing her horn and the last was barely keeping it together after seeing her husband get shot.

Lisa didn't see a single upbeat pony as she walked to the relief centre, seeing downtrodden expressions and weary faces, and the mood inside the camp was little better, if not worse.

Rarity was still grieving over Sweetie Belle, her mane and tail ragged and unkempt.

Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie were spending what was supposed to be their honeymoon dealing with the fact seven ponies had died on their wedding day to begin with, followed by two more later that day during surgery to save their lives.

Applejack was consoling her brother and Fluttershy after complications during surgery to remove the bullet had not only crippled the Pegasus' wings but left her unable to have foals. The newly married couple had taken that hard.

And finally, Twilight Sparkle remained distant and comatose. The remains of her horn no longer sparked, the magic finally gone, and no one was sure if it would ever grow back.

A doctor had told Lisa unicorn horns could grow back if part came off such as a chip or a crack, similar to broken bones and finger tips. The process was long, often itched like crazy, and, in severe cases, could lead to a diminished magical ability.

In all of Equestrian medical history there had never been a recorded case where an entire horn was broken off, much less an instance where it happened to an Alicorn. There was no certainty, just a hope that it would grow. Only time would tell.

Lisa came to a halt on a small hill, surveying Ponyville.

The town was a broken shadow of its former self, ruined buildings everywhere and hopeless citizens meandering through the wreckage. There was less than half of the original population, and hardly any of them were physically unharmed. Everyone was most definitely psychologically scarred for life, wounds that would never truly go away.

She wouldn't be surprised if some of the more despondent amongst them committed suicide.
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**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville. 1100 Hours, March 15, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The trebuchet remained immobile, its arm locked in the firing position with a one hundred kilo boulder nestled in the sling, and the operators of this war machine awaited the order to fire, to pull the trigger and let gravity take over.

It was given and they quickly pulled the firing lever, turning the massive counterweight over to gravity. As it descended, the other end of the arm shot up quickly as gravitational energy was efficiently converted into kinetic by the length of the wooden beam, hurling the slung boulder into the air.

When the arm reached the peak of its swing, where the energy potential was at its greatest, the sling was undone and rock and trebuchet parted ways, the heavy stone lump now a rough unguided missile that sailed through the still air and landed a few hundred metres away, rolling through a hastily built shack before coming to an eventual stop before a tree.

Lisa tracked its trajectory and landing, noted how far away it was from the intended target, and walked slowly to the trebuchet and its pony crew.

'You missed,' she said. 'Aim was off by more than ten metres. Reset and correctly calculate the angle you need to set this thing to.'

She gestured at the trebuchet as it towered over them all, the first such weapon in the newly formed Equestrian Militia.

They were being produced from the fallen trees at Sweet Apple Acres, neither Applejack or Big Macintosh objecting to their usage , and with trees taken from the nearby Everfree Forest as well. So far they had twelve of the counter-weight catapults built with another fifteen nearing completion.

A workforce composed of builders, carpenters, and engineers from Manehatten, Baltimare, and Fillydelphia had worked tireless since arriving to design the weapons, aided by what little information Lisa could pass on.

The trebuchet had fallen out of use in warfare sometime around the sixteen century, during the Spanish attacks on Aztec capital, though she did recall it had been used in riots at one point in Earth's past, in the Ukraine.

Still, the engineers and carpenters were skilled, quickly coming up with a basic design and continuing to improve on it. Already they were talking about replacing the axle with something called a floating arm design that used wheels instead to allow an even greater transfer of energy to the projectile from the counter weight.

The pony in charge of this trebuchet's team, a unicorn mare, made an unhappy face. They'd been training for the past hour, working on their accuracy, and the twelve ponies assigned to _Pebble Dash_, the trebuchet's name, were starting to grow annoyed at the constant drills.

Lisa stood her ground as the unicorn walked over, an objection on her lips.

'Do we have to?' she said. 'We've gotten the range right, why do we have to be accurate as well? It's a hundred kilo lump of stone we're hurling downrange. They'll scatter when it comes down, won't they?'

'The foot soldiers will,' Lisa said, nodding. 'But their war machines won't. They'll stay right where they are, waiting for one of two things: for their operators to prime and fire them, or for you to take them out.'

The unicorn opened her mouth and pointed at the distant shack, one wall ripped clean off. 'We hit that, didn't we?'

'Yes,' Lisa said before pointing to something to its left, a mock up of a griffin catapult. 'But, you were supposed to hit that. And because you missed, that catapult can continue to hurl hundred kilo rocks of its own towards you. And who's to say their aim is going to be as bad as yours?' She crossed her arms and looked down at the pony. 'You want to always try and get a kill with your first shot because you might not get another.'

The mention of killing made the mare recoil a little.

Lisa had made it very plain when addressing the first batch of militia recruits that to serve on the front lines, to defend their country, they had to be willing to take a life. It was non-negotiable. They had to say with absolute certainty that if it came down to it, they could willingly and knowingly kill another sentient being.

Any who had objections could then either keep going west, or try their hooves at the logistical side of the militia, helping to move the trebuchets and any other supplies that couldn't be carried by just one pony.

'So reset and try again,' Lisa said. 'Hit that catapult with only one shot, then finish the job on that shack, and you and your team can break for lunch.'

'Yes, ma'am,' the pony said, scurrying back to _Pebble Dash _where her team had brought the arm back and locked it in place, and were now placing another misshapen rock in the sling.

Lisa saw what looked like graffiti on the rock's side, a crude image of a unicorn with hearts surround it while underneath in Equestrian script that, after the magically infused translation matrix lodged inside the Spartan's head had done its work, read Tom.

It looked like a young filly or colt had done it, roughly carving the picture and inscription, years ago, and below that were three more letters. CMC.

The Spartan guessed that meant Cutie Mark Crusaders, now down to two members with the death of Sweetie Belle. Apple Bloom and Scootaloo had taken the news hard, just like Rarity, and they had placed the filly's crusader cape in her coffin at the funeral, barely holding it together long enough to do so and walk back, collapsing into inconsolable sobs as the lid was closed and the coffin lowered.

Lisa shook her head clear of the memories as _Pebble Dash _was moved ever so slightly, hopefully bringing it to bear on the catapult two hundred metres away, and its counterweight unleashed.

She watched the rock sail through the air as straight as it possible could, the uneven surface causing it to tumble and roll, then come crashing down on the wooden catapult and rendering it useless.

The crew let out a small cheer at successfully eliminating the target then quickly turned their attention to reloading and re-aiming.

_Pebble Dash _fired again and scored another hit, obliterating the shack, generating a much louder cheer.

'Good work,' Lisa said. 'Break for lunch. You've got an hour, then I want you to work on reloading the trebuchet. Accuracy and rate of fire can be the deciding factor in battle, and I want the Equestrian Militia's artillery to be the ones that get us that factor.'

'Yes, ma'am,' the unicorn mare said as her team began walking towards Ponyville, laughing and joking.

It was good to see morale high again, even if it was coming from the recent arrivals from Equestria's coastal cities. Ponyville's original inhabitants were still sombre and subdued, having only just finished burying all the dead from the attacks.

The cemetery had needed expanding to accommodate all the coffins and gravestones, now three times its original size, and a memorial had been erected in memory of all those who had died in Canterlot, as well as one for the ponies of the _Equestrian Trader._

There had been a private ceremony for Spike, attended only by Twilight Sparkle and her friends and immediate family.

All of their wounds had long ago healed, in most cases leaving behind only minimal scarring, but Pinkie Pie, Fluttershy, Night Light and Luna were still blinded, Rainbow Dash's wing felt stiff and her scars would flare up when exerted too much, hampering her flying ability and possibly putting an end to her hopes of joining the Wonderbolts, and Twilight Sparkle was still distant despite six weeks of therapy with Doctor Stable and a Baltimare psychologist by the name of Ink Blot whose cutie mark was an ink blot from a Rorschach test.

To Lisa, it looked like either a butterfly or a highly symmetrical splatter of blood.

Whatever it was, Ink Blot and Stable were still trying to find a way of breaking through to Twilight, and had asked Lisa to keep an eye of the Alicorn whenever she could, hoping she'd see something they didn't and could work with.

So far, there hadn't been anything but Lisa would continue to be on the lookout.

She passed by a stone dome that was being constructed on the outskirts of town, built around Celestia as a way of keeping her from irradiating anyone by accident. It was half built, the progress hampered by the fact they had to find rocks dense enough to block most of the radiation given off, and because the Pegasi placing the rocks were struggling to hold the heavy objects in place and get them set correctly.

Had they been able use unicorns, the work would have gone much faster but any external source of magic that entered the radiation field around Celestia aggravated it and caused the levels to spike.

This left the winged ponies as the only ones capable of building the stone dome as Earth ponies would get too close for it to be considered safe.

Lisa stopped briefly to watch as a group of them, around ten, struggled to lift a prepared block of stone off the ground and into the air and fly it to where it was needed.

The whole process took close to ten minutes as a steady breeze kept blowing the rock the wrong way at just the wrong moment, causing the team to have to line it up again, and they had to follow up with a thirty minute rest while another team placed the next block. All in all, there were thirty Pegasi working on the dome.

They all hated it. Not because of the exertion, but because they were the only ones who could see Celestia and the look of forlornness and resignation on her face as her stone tomb was built around her, as if sensing that it would become her final resting place.

Soon, she would be covered completely, the only point of access being a small hatch in the dome's roof through which food and drink could be passed, along with parchment and quills for the princess to communicate with the outside world.

Lisa swallowed hard at the thought of being trapped inside a stone prison, slowly dying, unable to alleviate the pain, only seeing the light of day for a few brief moments at the beginning and end of each day.

How long would it be before the radiation took too much of a toll on Celestia, leaving her too weak to eat properly or keep food down, each mouthful rejected by her stomach and sent back out with bile and blood?

There were no amenities in the dome. No toilets, no plumbing, nothing. Anything she threw up, every time she relieved herself, it would remain in there with her. It had nowhere to go. Inside that dome would become extremely filthy, a breeding ground for viruses and bacteria, any one of which could potentially kill the princess as she lay among her own waste and bodily fluids before the radiation did.

It would be just as hard on the ponies outside, not knowing if their beloved princess was alive or dead, if she was simply rejecting the food they gave her because she couldn't keep it down or because she was no longer alive to receive it.

They wouldn't know.

How long would they wait before looking, Lisa wondered, after the food they sent down came back up, untouched, with not even a note telling them to stop? A few weeks? A few months? Years?

Or would the prospect of seeing a princess they had looked to for guidance and prospect, a near mythical figure in their eyes, reduced to a withered body lying amid old faeces and half eaten food be too much for them to bear and force them to leave the stone dome untouched, never to be opened again in their lifetimes?

Or worse, seeing all that, only to find out that Celestia was still alive, somehow clinging to life despite everything, eyes begging for release from her torment?

Lisa swallowed again and banished the thought from her mind as best she could, quickly moving away from the tomb as construction continued and towards the life and sounds of Ponyville.

She spotted Twilight Sparkle sat by herself underneath a tree. The leaves were only just starting to grow back after the Shiva nuke had stripped them all off, but Equestria was now in winter and the little green shoots weren't going to get much bigger.

One fell off and spiralled to the ground as Lisa approached, joining dozens more on the ground.

'Ma'am,' Lisa said when she came within earshot, seeing Twilight was staring at a far off group of ponies. She expected to see Big Macintosh amongst them but failed to see the hulking red stallion. He was most likely with Fluttershy in their tent, or helping move the trees on the farm to the construction area, ready to be processed and turned into trebuchets or carts.

'Chief,' Twilight said sullenly.

'How are you?' Lisa asked.

Twilight didn't answer, looking away from the Spartan and the ponies.

Lisa grimaced.

The Alicorn sighed and lay down, head resting on her hooves.

'What's the point?' she murmured, eyes flicking to Lisa. 'What's the point in going after... after everything that's happened?'

'Ma'am?' Lisa said.

'Why should I keep going, Chief?' Twilight said. 'Everything that's happened to me since we went to the Griffin Kingdom has caused me nothing but misery. I lost somepony I cared for like family, the stallion I love is married to somepony else, my brother and father were both badly wounded and nearly died, my mother is almost at the end of her rope trying to cope with it all, and I lost my bucking horn!

'How am I supposed to find the motivation to go on after all that?'

'You find something, ma'am,' Lisa said. 'There has to be something good in your life that you can cling to.'

Twilight sat up and pointed at herself. 'Look at me, Chief. Nothing has gone my way in nearly three months. Ponies I knew for years are dead. My home was attacked, the city I grew up in was destroyed. There is nothing good in my life.'

She sighed and got up to leave, walking away from both Lisa and the town.

The Spartan watched her walk away for a moment, thinking back to Doctor Stable and Ink Blot's requests to get the Alicorn to open up, and decided that the softly-softly approach wasn't working as well as they'd hoped.

'Don't you dare walk away from me before we're finished talking,' Lisa said to the retreating pony. 'Get back here now.'

Twilight paused and looked back at the Spartan, mouth slightly agape. 'Wha-?'

'I said get back here now,' Lisa barked, making the Alicorn flinch. 'You and I are not done talking.'

The pony didn't move, frozen in place.

'Did I stu-stu-stutter?' Lisa said. 'Come back here and stand at attention, dammit.'

'Chief, what-'

Lisa pointed at the ground in front of her. 'I said move, dammit, or I will move you myself. And you do not want me to do that.'

Twilight hesitated then slowly walked towards Lisa, meekly standing before her.

'Stand at attention,' Lisa said. 'When a superior is addressing you, you do not slouch.'

'Chief, what?' Twilight whispered. 'What are you doing?'

'Stand. At. Attention,' Lisa said, folding her arms across her chest. 'I gave you an order now carry it out.'

She hesitated again then firmed up her posture, raising her head to meet Lisa's.

'Better,' she said. 'Now then, you think yourself worthless? You think that recent events have taken away your reason to live, do you?'

Twilight's head jerked downwards, a vague nod.

'Well, you're damn right,' Lisa said. 'You are worthless. No, you're beyond worthless. You're a pile of unorganised grabastic piece of amphibian shit. You're not even a fucking pony, let alone a princess. I thought you were strong, someone the citizens of Equestria could look up to. Now I see you're the opposite. You're weak, a coward. You're not even worth my goddamn time.'

She glared at the pony, seeing her face flicker between confusion, hurt, and shock, as tears began forming.

'Don't you dare cry on me, Sparkle,' Lisa said. 'Only the weak cry. Are you weak?' Twilight didn't answer? 'Are you weak, dammit?'

'N-no,' Twilight whispered, swallowing.

'Bullshit, I can't hear you,' Lisa said. 'Sound off like you mean it.'

'No,' Twilight said. She sniffed and raised her head. 'No.'

'Then why are you acting like it?' Lisa leaned forward, Twilight leaning backwards. Neither one moved their feet. 'If you're not weak, you wouldn't be crying. You'd be staring me in the face with dry eyes, shouting you're not weak, and we wouldn't be having this conversation.'

'What conversation?' Twilight said. 'You're just-'

'I didn't give you permission to speak, maggot,' Lisa half shouted, cutting the pony off. 'Face it, you're weak. You're not cut out to be a princess, you never were. If you were, you wouldn't let a few months of hardship get you this goddamn down!'

'I lost Spike!' Twilight shouted back, her tears flowing freely. 'I lost him, I lost Big Macintosh, the city I grew up in was destroyed and my home was attacked! There's nothing left for me.'

'Bullshit,' Lisa said. 'You've got plenty left. You family is still alive, same for your friends, and you've got a team of doctors trying to help you. And you know what?' She leaned down closer and whispered, 'That's a hell of a lot more than I had, and do you see me crying under a tree?'

'But I'm not you,' Twilight said. 'I'm not a... a Spartan, a heartless killing machine that can justify each being she kills.'

'Damn right, you're not,' Lisa said, catching the princess off guard. 'You're not me, you're the four year old me, the little girl who just had her whole life brought down around her. You're angry, confused, hurt, and you don't know what to do with those feelings. You think that there's nothing going for you. I know I felt that way but look at me. I got over it. So yeah, you're not me. I'm what you can turn yourself into.'

'I don't want to be an emotionless killer, Chief,' Twilight said. 'I-I don't know what I want to be right now, if ever.' She sighed. 'You don't under-

'-stand?' Lisa finished before the Alicorn could, abruptly cutting in a little harsher than she intended to. 'Oh, believe me, princess, I understand plenty. I lost my parents, my unborn brother, my friends, my home, and that was just within a few short hours. After that, I then lost three hundred more brothers and sisters, my fellow Spartans sent to die on a suicide mission. You think that just because you lost Spike, a single person you were close to, and missed out on your chance with a single stallion, you're beyond everyone else?'

She snorted derisively. 'And here I thought princesses were supposed to be wise, to be able to look at the bigger picture. You're worse than I thought.'

'I don't think beyond everypo-' Twilight began to say but Lisa cut in again. Hard.

'Bullshit,' she snarled. 'You're not talking to your friends, you tried to hurt Fluttershy for asking Big Macintosh out first, you're not even making an effort to let Doctor Stable or Ink Blot help you. You're not a princess, you're a liability.' Lisa drew her pistol but kept it aimed at the floor. 'And there are two ways to deal with princesses who turn into liabilities.'

Twilight's eyes locked onto the gun. 'Wha... Chief, what are you doing?'

'You can't lead, you tried to hurt innocent civilians, you're weak,' Lisa said. 'That means you're a problem and I promised Celestia, a princess who took the demise of her home, and the deaths of everyone she knew closely, better than you took the death of a single person, that I would protect everyone. And if that means removing an ineffective princess from the equation, so be it. The only question is, do you skip town and never look back?

'Or do I put a bullet between your eyes and make sure you can't inflict your weakness anywhere ever again?'

The flinch that went through Twilight was enough to knock her back a step while fear kept her other three hooves locked in place, eyes fixated on the barrel of Lisa's pistol.

'I'm thinking that because you feel like the world is out to get you, I should put an end to that misery,' the Spartan said. 'Unless, of course, you can give me a solid reason as to why I shouldn't.'

'I'm unarmed,' Twilight whispered as fresh tears, ones of fear rather than pain, began falling. 'I'm not threatening you in any way. Y-you just can't kill me in cold blood.'

Lisa shrugged. 'I've had plenty of practise killing unarmed and non-threatening aliens before, especially in cold blood. Just because I know you a little better than them won't make it any harder. Hell, I'll probably mourn the loss of the bullet more. Maybe I should use a knife, conserve my ammo, or use my hands.'

Twilight's eyes shrank at the thought of the Spartan's hands wrapping themselves around her neck, or to have a knife slit her throat, leaving her to choke on her own blood, provided Lisa went for a quick kill.

Her mouth began opening and closing in rapid succession, Twilight suddenly forgetting to breathe, and Lisa cocked her head to one side, regarding the pony.

'So despite acting like you want to die, when faced with the possibility that it might happen you suddenly decide you very much want to keep living, do you?' she said. 'Why is that then, I wonder? Is there something you're not telling us, or are you too much of a coward to embrace death?'

Lisa stepped forward and placed the tip of her pistol just below the stump that had been Twilight's horn.

'Tell me just one thing that you have going for you, or I'll pull the trigger,' she said. 'Name one single thing or I will splatter your brains all over the place.'

She waited a full minute, her faceless helmet boring into Twilight's terrified eyes, but the princess said nothing.

'No?' Lisa said, sounding somewhat disappointed. 'A pity. I was hoping to use this bullet on a worthwhile enemy, not a cowardly and weak princess.'

It was only now that Twilight began making noises, faint and garbled articulations that increased in pitch as Lisa's finger tightened around the trigger, before turning into broken sobs.

It did little to faze Lisa and she pulled the trigger.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville. 1139 Hours, March 15, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa pulled the trigger.

The safety caught and stopped the firing pin from striking the bullet, leaving it intact and inside the barrel of the gun.

Twilight still jerked her head back as though the bullet had fired anyway, drawing on one huge breath and holding it.

Lisa waited for the realisation to dawn in the Alicorn's eyes before lowering and holstering her pistol.

'I'm only going to say this just the once,' she said as Twilight resumed breathing, her back legs quivering. 'So listen closely. You have plenty of things to live for. You have friends, you have family, you have complete strangers looking out for your best interests. You do not have any reason to sit around thinking the world is out to get you and no one will understand what you're going through.

'You will work with Doctor Stable and Ink Blot, you will open up to your friends and family, and you will do your best to make full use of the help and support they give you.' Lisa pointed a finger at Twilight. 'And if I hear from anyone, and I mean anyone, that you're not committing yourself to the treatment, with irrefutable evidence to back it up, I will not hesitate to shoot you.'

She leaned closer to the princess. 'Am I making myself absolutely clear?'

Twilight's head made a vague movement, small enough to be misinterpreted as a twitch.

'I said, am I making myself clear?'

Another twitch, marginally bigger than before.

Lisa glared at the pony. 'I want to hear the words come from your mouth. Say it loudly and mean it, or I make good my promise a little earlier than expected.'

'Yes, ma'am,' Twilight squeaked.

'I can't hear you,' Lisa said, cupping a hand to one ear.

'Yes, ma'am,' Twilight said, her voice little more than a whisper.

The Spartan crossed both arms across her chest, maintaining her glare.

'Yes, ma'am!' Twilight half shouted, eyes flicking between Lisa's pistol and her hand, knowing that she could have the weapon up and ready to fire in the blink of an eye. 'I'll work with Doctor Stable and Ink Blot! I'll work with them. Just don't shoot me! Please.'

Her voice cracked towards the end and fresh tears spilled from her eyes, joining the rest in churning the dirt between her hooves into mud.

'Good,' Lisa said. She waited a moment then added, 'Why are you still here? Doctor Stable isn't, neither is Ink Blot. Find them, work with them, don't make me waste a perfectly good bullet.'

The princess didn't need to be told again, taking off for Ponyville so fast she was almost a blur, leaving behind a puddle what Lisa assumed was urine. She guessed the moment she pulled the trigger, Twilight had wet herself.

She mentally shrugged and turned towards Ponyville as well, walking to the town at a more sedate pace than Twilight Sparkle.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, emergency relief centre. 1245 Hours, March 15, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Doctor Stable didn't even bother saying he'd like a word with Lisa, simply marching into her tent and shouting, 'What the hell is wrong with you?'

'I volunteered to be a part of a highly controversial program that willingly sent hundreds of pre-teens to die on suicide missions,' Lisa said, barely looking up from cleaning her battle rifle as Stable stood in the mouth of her tent, breathing heavily with a look of pure, unbridled anger on his face. 'And I suffer from agoraphobia. So there's that. Why?'

'Do you have any idea how much bucking damage you did to Princess Twilight Sparkle's mental state?' he said. 'She is highly vulnerable right now and doesn't need an alien pointing a weapon at her, threatening to kill her!'

'Is she opening up?' Lisa asked.

Stable chuckled darkly, stalking closer to the Spartan, and said, 'Oh, she's opening up alright. She's opening up right now, sagging against her parents, brother, and her sister in law. The princess hasn't stopped crying for almost an hour.'

'So what's the problem?' Lisa said, finally looking at Stable. 'Princess Twilight is working with you now, isn't she? I thought you'd be happy to have that.'

'I'd be happier if the methods that got her to open up didn't cause even more problems for me to contend with,' Stable hissed. 'You have no right inflicting that kind of harm on her.'

'I broke through,' Lisa said in defence of her actions. 'The gentle method wasn't working so I switched to a more direct method. It worked on a number of Spartan recruits during training so I figured why not use it here?'

'Because it's very, very, _very _brutal,' Stable said. 'You've caused irreparable harm to the princess and lowered my already low opinion of you.'

Lisa shrugged and went back to her rifle. 'It's not my fault Twilight can't handle the same kind of treatment that turned numerous four, five, and six year olds into dedicated soldiers. I thought she'd be capable of doing so after tackling some of the things she has.'

Stable ground his teeth and glowered at the Spartan. His jaw made minute movements, like he was going to shout or swear or fling some kind of verbal abuse at Lisa but never did, realising it wouldn't make a bit of difference.

Instead, he just spat something foul on the floor of her tent and walked out.

Lisa glanced at the glob of spit, mentally shrugged, and went back to checking the firing mechanism of her weapon. It hadn't been quite as smooth for a few days and a quick stripping had revealed a few traces of dust in the internal mechanism.

A sweep of a brush and a gentle breath, the mechanism was clean and back in place within a few seconds.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** town of Ponyville. 1307 Hours, March 15, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The ponies of Ponyville gave Lisa a wide birth as she walked down the street, heading to the trebuchet firing range to check on the progress of the crews, and some even spat in her general direction.

Evidently, Doctor Stable had mentioned what she'd done to Twilight Sparkle and the ponies weren't too happy.

Lisa didn't blame them but at the same time knew if she hadn't done it, Twilight Sparkle would have remained in her depressed state for an untold amount of time until she either realised that not all was lost, or sink so low that suicide would be a major concern.

By making her face the very certain possibility of death, Lisa had helped set Twilight on the path to recovery. Maybe not in the way Equestria was happy with, but Twilight was on it all the same.

A pony brought their hoof down in a muddy puddle, sending the murky water splashing across Lisa's legs, and another threw something at her back. By the lack of any meaningful impact and lack of a clang of metal on rock, she guessed it was a piece of rotten fruit or similar.

She sighed but pressed on, stopping when Applejack blocked her path.

Judging by the angry expression on the farmer's face, Lisa guessed this wasn't a social visit.

'Ya'll are a monster,' Applejack said quietly, glaring at Lisa. 'Here Ah thought it was just the enemy ya turned ya brutal methods on, when ya'd just as easily use 'em on ya friends!'

'They worked, didn't they?' Lisa said. 'Twilight's no longer distant or rejecting everyone's help. She's trying.'

'Ya made her worse than ever,' Applejack said as a crowd began forming around the two. Most were Ponyville citizens, close friends of Twilight Sparkle, but a few of the Equestrian Militia had stopped as well, distinguishable by the cloth uniforms they wore bearing the militia's logo, a profile of a pony's head with wings either side. 'Everywhere ya go, bad things follow. Ya killed Chrysalis, that diplomatic trip ya went on with Twi ended up with everypony dying, Spike included, and now this. Ya'll are no better than Nightmare Moon.'

'So you'd prefer the alternatives?' Lisa asked. 'The outcomes if I hadn't stepped in and did what I did?'

She held up her hand and began counting off.

'If it hadn't been for me or the _Shadow Boxer, _you never would have found Cadance and Chrysalis, meaning the changelings would have likely taken over Equestria by now and Cadance would be dead.

'If I hadn't gone on that trip, Twilight would still be in a griffin cell, and Spike and the others would have been killed regardless of whether I went to the Griffin Kingdom with the princess or not. The Innies never planned to use them as leverage so why would they let them live?

'And as for how I dealt with Twilight herself, she'd still be moping around thinking the world is out to get her, possibly planning to hurt your brother or Fluttershy, and thinking so little of herself that she might even consider suicide.'

Lisa crossed her arms across her chest. 'Yeah, some of the things I did weren't exactly great but compared to what would have happened if I'd done nothing, they're practically the work of a saint. And you know what? Everything I've done has been in the best interests of your country. If it wasn't for me, Equestria would have fallen a long time ago.'

'Ya can't know that,' Applejack said. 'No one pony can save a whole country by themselves.'

The Spartan looked at the pony and said, 'What about the griffin army and their Insurrectionist support that made landfall at Manehatten six weeks ago?'

'What griffin army?' Applejack said, confused.

'Precisely,' Lisa said. 'I wiped them and a good chunk of their logistical capacity out all by myself using a well placed nuke. If I hadn't done that, they would have overrun Ponyville long ago and be well on their way to Vanhoover and Los Pegasus.'

'A nuke?' someone in the crowd said. 'Like, the kind of weapon that destroyed Canterlot and Trottingham?'

Lisa looked in the general direction of the speaker, not bothering to correct them that it had been a ship responsible for destroying Trottingham, and said, 'Yes.'

'Is Manehatten even there anymore?' the same pony asked, launching a dozen other similar questions, a large number of them coming from the militia members who, as Lisa recalled, were mostly from the coastal cities.

'No,' she said. 'There's nothing left.'

A sudden, worrying silence fell over the crowd once Lisa finished speaking. She suddenly felt very uneasy and looked all around her, seeing only shocked and angry faces. Her hand inched towards her pistol.

'My mother was still there!' a different pony screamed. 'She didn't want to leave her home behind so she stayed! And you killed her!'

Similar accusations rose up from the mass of ponies, some about loved ones staying behind or lamenting the loss of their home or some priceless family heirloom too large to be carried out during the evacuations, before the true scope of what Lisa had said sank in.

'You destroyed an entire city!' several screamed at her. 'Our homes, livelihoods, everything we left behind! We'll never see it again!'

Someone in the crowd threw a rock at Lisa, striking her shoulder, and she span around, pistol raised on reflex, to spot the attacker.

The ponies directly in front of the gun recoiled upon seeing the weapon before stepping closer to the Spartan, anger in their eyes.

Cries of monster, demon, murderer were chanted, accompanied by more rocks and pieces of rotten fruit and mud, all of which were aimed solely at the lone Spartan in the middle of the crowd.

She didn't try to keep track of where they were coming from because it seemed like everyone in the crowd was hurling something, so instead Lisa began plotting an escape route.

The thinnest part of the crowd was to the north east, close to the main street of Ponyville, and would lead to the tents after a few hundred metres. Barge through the crowd, sprint the rest of the way, grab whatever supplies she could before the ponies regrouped and engulfed her again, and then make a break to the Everfree Forest and wait for the heat to die down and collect her remaining supplies.

Simple, in theory. The only issue would be putting it into place without hurting too many ponies, or killing them.

A bellowing cry from behind the crowd soon put a spanner in the works in the form of Shining Armour charging towards the Spartan, the crowd parting before him and giving the stallion a straight shot at Lisa.

He tackled her to the ground and began pummelling her, screaming.

'Don't you dare go near my sister again!' he yelled. 'Stay. Away. From her!'

He punctuated each word with a strike and Lisa threw up her arms to ward off his blows, quickly reassessing her options.

Shining Armour was slightly heavier than her and had the added advantage of possessing magic, as well as fury motivating him, but Lisa had been trained to deal with much heavier, much deadlier opponents than him.

She parried one blow with her arm, knocking the pony atop her off balance and leaving him open for a counter attack, then delivered a powerful open hand strike to his bullet wound.

It had healed a few weeks ago, leaving a nasty scar, but Lisa had seen Shining Armour wince in pain if he exerted himself too much or it was a particularly cold day, and judging by the sudden spasm that roiled through his body and loud gasp of pain, she guessed being struck by a Spartan wearing force multiplying armour was not a pleasant experience.

Lisa shoved Shining Armour off her, leaving him to convulse in the dirt, and stood to face the crowd that hadn't dispersed in the few seconds she'd been down but gotten bigger.

They looked angry, too.

'He attacked me,' Lisa said in a vain effort to dissuade the ponies. They were beyond caring, having seen the Spartan attack a second member of Equestrian royalty, and began chanting and stomping their hooves.

She rechecked her escape route, factored in the new number of hostiles, and waited for the assembled ponies to charge her.

They did a split second later, converging from all directions, and Lisa jumped into action quite literally by launching herself into the air and over the heads of the ponies, landing on the back of a surprised Earth pony.

He took a moment to register the unprecedented and unexpected weight now resting on his back but in that time, Lisa had already spotted her next platform and leapt towards it, this time coming down on a unicorn mare.

She buckled under the weight and went down, making the Spartan stumble a little, but it was the sudden appearance of a lasso wrapping itself around her foot that made Lisa go down.

She hit hard, taking another unicorn with her, and was already drawing her knife before she had even come to a complete stop, slicing the rope in two and yanking what remained from Applejack's mouth.

A few teeth may have come out of the mare's mouth but if they did, Lisa didn't dwell on the fact and was back on her feet in the time it took to sheath her knife and got back to using the ponies as stepping stones.

Some buckled, some didn't, some made a wild grab for Lisa only to find her foot coming down on their face, some tried to dodge the Spartan.

Magical bolts of energy sailed past her, magical auras wrapped themselves around her arms, but ultimately they were unsuccessful in slowing and stopping Lisa, and she soon found her feet on solid ground and able to get up to full speed, sprinting away from the crowd and towards the tents.

Pegasi came after her, trying to wrap their hooves around the Spartan and lift her up into the air, but several well placed elbows stopped them before they could get too far off the ground.

She turned one corner, then another, and soon emerged onto the street that led directly to the relief centre, and Lisa ran as fast as she could, only to skid to a halt as the four remaining Royal Guards suddenly descended from above and blocked her path.

The crowd broke out onto her street and charged after Lisa, cutting that avenue of escape off, and would have kept coming for her if Luna hadn't suddenly appeared between them and Lisa in a blinding flash of light and loud bang.

'Enough,' she ordered, her voice easily cutting through the din of the crowd.

A few of the carpenters from Fillydelphia had managed to construct a little cart for the Alicorn, removing her reliance on others to move her around, though the Royal Guards still had to guide her around whenever she felt like going somewhere.

Even so, she still had a commanding presence that her half burned face and scarred eyes only added to.

It was more than enough to cow most of the crowd into silence though a few still clamoured to get at Lisa.

Luna glared at them until they too fell silent.

'You will leave the Chief Petty Officer alone and never lay a hoof on her in anger again,' she said as the Royal Guards stepped forwards, two stopping level with Lisa and the other two moving to stand either side of Luna. 'She is an ally of Equestria and will be treated as such.'

'She killed my mother!' one of the ponies in the crowd shouted back.

'And mine!' another yelled, followed by several more accusations, each naming a dead family member.

'The Chief's done more damage than the Innies!'

'Is that so?' Luna said. 'Who was it, then, that rescued Princess Twilight Sparkle? Or saved my life by sacrificing her own supplies? Or patrolled Ponyville after the missile attack to make sure everypony was safe?'

'That doesn't make up for Manehatten!' one objector yelled. 'She wiped it out, just like Canterlot!'

'Yet she gave the order to evacuate it beforehand,' the princess countered. 'That's more than could be said for Canterlot or Trottingham. They weren't given a second to prepare, much less ten whole days.'

'She still destroyed our homes!' someone yelled.

'And attacked Twilight Sparkle and her brother!' another pony added.

'Did she kill them, though?' Luna said back. 'I've seen Spartans in action. I know that they are unparalleled in their ability to destroy. If the Chief wanted to kill either of them, she would have.'

Shining Armour chose that moment to emerge from the crowd, coughing a little every few breaths, and locked his gaze onto Lisa as she stood well away from everyone else.

He began walking towards her, paying little attention to Luna and the Royal Guards as he slowly picked up speed, though he yelled something when a magical aura surrounded and stopped him.

'Leaver her,' Luna said, horn aglow as she kept the struggling unicorn in place. 'The Chief is not your enemy.'

'She hurt Twilli!' Shining Armour said, barely managing to point a hoof at the Spartan.

'No, she helped her,' Luna said. 'Had the Chief done nothing, Twilight would still be distant and closed off to everypony. What she did was barbaric, I know, but it worked. You don't have to thank her, you don't to speak to her ever again, just know that without her your sister may have been lost forever.'

Shining Armour gritted his teeth then said to Lisa, 'If you ever come near my sister again, and I mean for any reason, I won't hesitate to hurt you. You got that?'

Lisa just crossed her arms and stared the pony down.

He glared at her for a few moments more then turned to Luna.

'Let go of me right now. I have to go deal with the fallout from her methods.'

The Alicorn did as asked, her magic dissipating and releasing Shining Armour. He gave Lisa one final contemptuous look, threw a smaller one Luna's way, then stomped off to the tents.

Luna returned her attention to the crowd.

'The same goes for all of you,' she said. 'You don't have to talk to or deal with the Chief from this day onwards, but you will not try to harm her in any way, shape or form. She is our ally and if it weren't for her intervention, thousands more would be dead or enslaved. I want you to dwell on that fact the next time you feel like hurting her.

'And should anypony ignore that, they will have only themselves to blame for the outcome of their actions.'

'Why?' someone in the crowd asked. 'Are you going to hurt us?'

'Not me, no,' Luna said. 'But I'm sure you've all heard of how dangerous Spartans are, though, so anypony who tries to hurt the Chief will find out how true those rumours are firsthand.' She sat up in her cart and adopted as regal a posture as possible. 'I'm giving SPARTAN-A196 free reign in dealing with any would be attackers in whatever manner she sees fit. You have been warned.'

She glowered at the assembled ponies until they began dispersing, slowly heading off to the different parts of town, finally dropping her posture when the last one was gone.

The two Royal Guards either side of Luna guided her to Lisa then joined the other two in posting a loose box perimeter around the two, facing outwards with stoic silence and a wary vigilance.

'I agreed with some of what they were saying,' Luna said to the Spartan, looking just over her right shoulder. 'Destroying Manehatten like you did was monstrous, especially without performing a full sweep of the city to make sure there was nopony left. You should have told them of the plan from the beginning, or spoken to me or my sister about it. You do not have the right to destroy a single city on Equestrian soil without consulting us first.

'I can see why you did it, and part of me does agree with that decision, but that doesn't detract from the loss of a single city.'

Lisa opened her mouth to speak but Luna held up a hoof to stop her, as if predicting it would happen.

'I admit you have far more knowledge in this regard than me, and that to you, from a military standpoint, the trade off was worth it,' she said. 'But Equestria hasn't known war for decades, if not centuries. The ponies won't see things the same way as you. Manehatten was home to them, meant something. You did yourself no favours destroying it.'

'I know, ma'am,' Lisa said with a nod even though Luna couldn't see it. 'I was just doing my job.'

Luna nodded forlornly in agreement but said, 'If there is another city or town you feel needs to be destroyed by whatever means you have available, discuss it with me first. Is that understood?'

'Yes, ma'am,' Lisa said.

'Good,' Luna said. 'Good.' She raised her head and let the weak, midday winter sun shine down on her. 'I think it be best if you relocate your quarters to the fringes of camp, as far from everypony as possible. It'll be a while before they can bear to be around you again.'

'Of course, ma'am,' the Spartan said. 'I'll begin packing my equipment up and find a new spot to pitch up on.'

The Alicorn nodded again then began moving, front hooves pulling the wheels that stood in for her back legs, and the Royal Guards fell in step either side of her, quietly adjusting Luna's course to avoid the majority of the obstacles that littered the path.

Lisa watched them go over her shoulder as she started walking to the tents.

Not a single pony she passed so much as glanced her way.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** somewhere near Baltimare. 0947 Hours, March 24, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

It was time for the Equestrian Militia's first active combat deployment.

Pegasi spotters spread along the main routes in and out of the two remaining port cities had returned to Ponyville with news that a small armada of ships, all of them looking like repurposed fishing boats and traders, maybe thirty in number, had made landfall in Baltimare and started unloading troops.

The commander of the pony forces had given the order to mobilise and set up a defensive line outside of the city, unhappily allowing Lisa to tag along.

All of the ponies in Ponyville were avoiding her like the plague, glaring her way if they so much as came within ten metres of the Spartan, and several times during the night a group of them would topple the poles in Lisa's tent, causing it to collapse around her while she tried to sleep.

It took being ambushed by Lisa, her holding a knife tight against the ringleader's throat, and the unspoken promise that she'd hurt them should they try it again to get them to stop.

Her tent had remained intact every night since then.

She vaguely wondered if it would still be there when she got back, or if some angry pony would use her absence to burn the whole thing down, leaving her with just a charred mess and damaged supplies.

Until she could go back and check, Lisa would focus on the task in hand of helping to repel the griffin invaders.

Or she would if the Equestrian Militia said they wanted her help.

That same animosity back in Ponyville was here as well, only instead of rotten fruit being thrown at Lisa it was silence.

The ponies seemed adamant that they were going to win this fight without her, to prove that they didn't need the help of a mass murdering and royalty attacking outsider to defend their country, and were flat out refusing to ask her for help.

Lisa wandered around their encampment, taking note of the barricades being erected and the trebuchets being assembled by their teams, and slowly made her way to the command tent where a dozen ponies were clustered around a map of Baltimare.

'-rough estimates put their number somewhere north of a thousand,' the militia's commander, an Earth pony stallion called Star Shine, said as he pointed his hoof at something on the canvas stretched before him. 'No real artillery that we can see but-'

He looked up, sensing the Spartan's presence, and glared at her, as did the tent's other occupants.

Lisa just stared back at them, quickly glancing at the map table.

Baltimare had the ocean to the east, forests and mountains to the west and north, with a river feeding into Horseshoe Bay running along its southern flank. The legend attached to the map showed the river was around thirty metres at its narrowest, five at its shallowest, and only two nearby bridges sturdy enough to take huge volumes of foot traffic and weight.

The only other major route was next to a mountain, a steep sided one. Everything else was a minor road, probably suited for light traffic in the form of vacationing ponies.

'What?' Star Shine said.

'Nothing,' Lisa said. 'Just seeing how you're getting on.'

'Fine,' Star Shine said. 'Everypony is fine.'

'Plan of attack?' the Spartan asked.

'Working on it,' the Earth pony said. 'We don't need your help.

Lisa went, 'Uh huh.' She paused for a second then said, 'Those mountains we passed looked-'

'We. Don't need. Your help,' Star Shine said slowly and loudly, hoof tapping on the table with each word. 'You can go.'

The Spartan held her hands up in mock surrender.

'Okay,' she said. 'Just thought I'd give you a little bit of advice.'

'We don't want it,' Star Shine said.

'Okay,' Lisa said again, turning on her heel to go. She paused and looked over her shoulder at the ponies. 'Your perimeter looked a little sloppy when I went by. A smart griffin might be able to slip through and do some damage. If I were you, I'd sleep lightly and kill first, ask questions later if something touches you in the night. I know I will.'

The ponies said nothing back, silently glaring at her.

Satisfied her warning about disturbing her sleep once more had gotten through, Lisa waited until Star Shine subconsciously touched the little nick on his neck before going, heading to one of the forward observation posts to get her own look at the invading army.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** somewhere near Baltimare. 1126 Hours, March 24, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The Equestrian Militia had deployed itself in a loose arc around Baltimare, concentrating their forces at choke points like the two bridges and a narrow pass next to the mountains.

One side was sheer cliffs. On the other was dense, untamed woodland that could stop anything in its tracks.

Lisa was stood near one of the two bridges, routinely casting her eye over the Equestrian positions.

They had their trebuchets lined up along the narrower parts of the river bank, giving the wooden artillery pieces a better chance of striking their griffin counterparts should they ever arrive, and archers were spread between them.

Further back were the aerial teams which consisted of five Pegasi, four of whom were 'escorts' while the fifth was the 'bomber'. The bomber carried up to four makeshift bombs, mostly incendiary to burn the enemy's trebuchets and catapults, with the occasional frag to disperse clumped together foot soldiers, while the escorts kept the bomber from being taken down by enemy griffin air patrols.

All five were equipped with lightweight daggers attached to their hooves, giving them offensive capabilities, and similar armour to offer them some protection from griffin claws.

Finally, there were the regular militia members, ponies who would deal with land based attacks and help move the trebuchets if the need arose which, if the still intact bridge was anything to go by, would probably happen.

Lisa shook her head for the umpteenth time as her gaze swept across the still standing structure spanning the River Haywash, trying to rationalise why leaving it alone was sound tactically and strategically.

Yes, the griffins possessed the ability of flight and didn't need to use a bridge to cross the river, but their war machines did and to fly one across was time consuming and a drain on available troops.

It took twenty of Equestria's strongest fliers to lift the lightest of their trebuchets, weighing in at around twenty-five tonnes, but could only move it a few feet before having to let go and rest.

The griffins would no doubt encounter similar problems if they tried to lift all of their weapons across the river, perhaps have even more difficulty if their constructions were larger, and the sheer number of fliers required to lift a single one would leave them highly vulnerable to attacks from bombers carrying incendiaries, or even frags.

But no matter how much Lisa tried to explain to Star Shine this he refused, loudly refuting her advice, and left the bridges as they were.

The Spartan shook her head again as the first elements of the griffin army appeared on the horizon, marching steadily up the road with flag bearers carrying the standard of the Griffin Kingdom, a stylised render of a griffin looking up, ever hopeful and proud looking, a cluster of stars above their head.

Lisa zoomed in and scanned the incoming threat, noting happily there were hardly any assault rifles clutched in their possessions, just the odd one or two being held by an officer, distinguishable from the rest by their more stylised uniform.

The Equestrians had no such clothing scheme. They all wore olive drab fatigues, a small patch denoting their rank.

A single stripe meant they were rank and file, while two and three meant squad leader and platoon leader respectively. Four stripes meant company commander while five stripes were reserved for the officers of High Command.

The only pony to have six was Star Shine, the overall militia member in charge and as close to a general as the Equestrian Militia got.

It had taken Lisa all of five minutes to draw up a command structure and leave the ponies to implement it, way back when she was still accepted by Ponyville and during the militia's founding.

Now, as the griffins approached, she'd see if the work the ponies had put in under her tutelage would pay off, or if Star Shine's stubbornness at not accepting her advice and help would undermine it all.

He was stood away from her, looking out at the battlefield to be, surrounded by what made up HIGHCOM.

'The bridges-' Lisa began to say but Star Shine cut her off.

'They'll stay where they are,' he said. 'I don't need a murderous demon telling me what to do.'

'Okay,' Lisa said for the third time that day. 'But just so you know, this murderous demon has been fighting longer than you've been alive, and is offering her expertise in defending your country.'

Star Shine just huffed, watching as his artillery began lobbing rock after rock towards the griffin trebuchets, themselves setting up to launch, and on both sides their fliers took the skies and began engaging while the griffins launched a charge on the bridge itself, rushing towards and along the wooden surface.

Equestrian Militia members rushed out to meet them, swords held in their mouths, and a battle of attrition began.

The griffins had the advantage of flight and razor sharp claws, both of which they were accustomed to using, and could attack from above and the sides, but the ponies had flight _and _magic on their side.

Pegasi would meet the griffins in the air, distract them, and a unicorn would send a concussive blast of magic upwards to knock them down where Earth ponies would be waiting, ready to knock the fallen fliers out with a swift hoof.

It gave combined arms a whole new meaning.

Lisa watched the stalemate unfold, occasionally glancing upwards to the dogfights happening there.

Errant blasts of magic from the bridge would occasionally interrupt the fights and even more rarely strike the fighters themselves, around fifty-fifty in terms of whether it would be a griffin or a pony sent tumbling down.

Some of the unlucky ones were unfortunate enough to land in the river, their stunned forms struggling in the current and more often than not, going down and never coming back up again.

Star Shine saw this as well and barked a hurried order for rescue teams to try and fish any fallen ponies out of the murky water, diverting teams away from burning the enemy trebuchets which, as Lisa watched, managed to strike two direct hits and take out two trebuchets and their crews.

A few sluggish forms crawled away from the splintered mess, leaving behind smears of blood and, in two cases, limbs.

On the bridge, the stalemate was slowly turning in the griffin's favour as the assault rifles wielded by their officers cut through the light metal armour worn by the Equestrian Militia with ease and slowly, but surely, the stalemate on the bridge began turning in favour of the griffins.

Lisa watched impassively as the griffin army edged its way across the wooden construction, regularly looking at Star Shine as he tried to figure out a way of countering the advance.

He sent more troops to the bridge but assault rifle fire and the occasional frag took down scores in very short time.

Evidently, the Griffin Kingdom had told their soldiers to show no mercy and achieve victory at any cost, a stark contrast to the Equestrian Militia's mandate of avoiding death if at all possible on both sides, to only resort to killing if it was the only option left.

'Send in Manticore Company,' Star Shine said as his troops only managed to slow the griffin advance. 'Redirect aerial units three through fifteen to provide additional support, and have the trebuchets focus on their reinforcements. Do not let them over that bridge.'

The pony Star Shine had been talking to saluted and galloped off to the front lines, dodging dropped frags from griffins flying overhead that had managed to slip through the Pegasi teams.

One came towards Lisa, spotting her hulking form easily amid the shorter ponies, and dropped two of the explosives in her area.

They came up short of her position, one landing harmlessly in an open patch of ground but the other came down between three of the ponies in HIGHCOM, reducing them to paste and spattering everyone close to them with blood.

Star Shine looked at the mess, mortified, then issued another order, this one pulling the fliers back from supporting Manticore Company to clearing the skies over the Equestrian side clear of griffins.

Lisa cocked her head to one side and regarded the stallion, arms folded across her chest, as confusion in the air took hold as two conflicting orders were given.

Half the Pegasi had received Star Shine's first set of orders to support the bridge, but the other half had only gotten his second command, and both halves were trying to pass what they thought was the correct order onto those who hadn't heard it.

The result was that none of the Pegasi teams were sure about where to go, flitting one way and then the other, while the squad leaders got into shouting matches over which set to follow.

The griffins wasted little time in exploiting this, sending more flights over to the Equestrian Militia's trebuchets with frag grenades and incendiaries, inflicting horrid injuries on the ponies there.

Star Shine swore, loudly, and began waving frantically for the Pegasi to deal with the airborne threat and ignore the conflict on the bridge.

'Stupid feather brains!' he shouted to himself. 'Can't follow orders.'

'You mean, conflicting orders,' Lisa said from behind Star Shine. 'You sent out two sets of orders within a minute of each other, giving them barely enough time to hear one or the other. Word of mouth is not an effective way of dispatching orders.'

'Well, we don't have fancy technology like you do,' Star Shine snarled as more trebuchets were taken out of action on both sides of the river. 'No radios or whatever it is you've got.'

'Neither do the griffins,' Lisa said, pointing at their headquarters set up behind the action where a number of griffins carrying flags and moving them around like semaphore were stood. It was quick and displayed the necessary orders for the flying griffins.

She saw there were a number of different colours as well, each arranged into different patterns, suggesting they were giving orders to specific sections to carry out different jobs.

'They're doing fine without technology.'

Star Shine grunted and said, 'If that's the case, why didn't you come up with it? You're supposed to be this ultimate fighting machine.'

'I'm used to fighting by myself,' Lisa said. 'Plus, you all kicked me out before I could implement everything. Semaphore was going to be something to look at.'

The flags changed patterns again and the griffin air units turned to the bridge, clawing at the pony troops battling on top of it.

A number came at Lisa, battling through the Equestrian air patrols, and began priming frags.

She calmly drew her pistol and dropped them one after the other, reloading with practised ease.

Star Shine grunted again. 'Maybe next time you shouldn't attack our rulers.'

'And maybe you should think about destroying the bridge,' Lisa said as the griffins made it almost two-thirds of the way across, showing no signs of stopping.

'The bridge-' Star Shine began to say but Lisa cut in, finally having enough of his insistence on keeping the damn thing where it was.

'-is a liability,' she said. 'Yes, the griffins can fly but they can't fly their artillery pieces over it very easily. You guys can barely lift the lightest ones you've got, and not very far either. Look at the things they've got and tell me they can carry just one across this part of the river, which, I should point out, is the narrowest part for miles and it's still thirty metres.

'Leaving that bridge up, and the others, will just make their job a hell of a lot easier and yours a hell of a lot harder. Now give the order for your remaining trebuchets to fire at the bridge, your bombers to burn it, and for everyone else to get the hell off. Because if not, you can explain to the princesses why an entire section of the Griffin Kingdom's army was allowed to get across when it could have easily been stopped.'

Lisa glared at the pony, towering over him and daring him to challenge her.

Star Shine opened his mouth to object but a quick look at the battlefield, at how tenuous the Equestrian position was, made him shut it and back down.

'Good,' the Spartan said. 'Now listen to someone with combat experience for once in your fucking life and do what they tell you.'

He muttered something under his breath then, in a louder voice, ordered for the bridge to be evacuated then burned.

'Better,' Lisa said. 'Next time, you will take my advice and you will implement it. Now send word to the others, have them destroy their bridges if they haven't done so already and to bring that mountain down. If we can stop the griffins from moving materials from their ships to the rest of Equestria, I'll consider that a victory.'

She didn't wait for him to acknowledge her, simply drawing her battle rifle and wading into the fray that was the Skirmish over the River Haywash, battle rifle up and firing.

Griffins would drop in twos and threes before her, and they quickly began converging on the new threat, freeing up the Pegasi teams to drop bombs on the bridge and set it ablaze but the structure was damp from being so close to the river for so long, though the trebuchets made up for that with their massive payloads that began raining down, smashing through the timber.

Lisa kept this up until the bridge finally caught fire, the flickering flames spreading over it all and engulfing what few griffins remained on the tattered and battle scarred surface, sending smoke high into the air that rocks continued to punch through.

She gave the order for the militia to fall back when the bridge was beyond saving, its road gone and the superstructure severely weakened by fire, and the ponies began disengaging form the griffins.

The griffins knew the fight was over as well, seeing their only means of moving heavy equipment start to fall apart and be swept away with the current, and orders from the flags were given that most likely said fall back and regroup.

Whatever they said, it made the griffins break off their pursuit and leave the ponies to go, their wounded placed onto carts. The dead could wait.

Lisa stayed on the back of the retreating column, looking out over the remains of the fight, considering it a pyrrhic victory.

Over half the Equestrian Militia sent to protect the bridge here were no longer combat capable, either dead or severely wounded, they only had a fifth of the trebuchets in working order and twice as many in serious need of repairs, and morale was low once more amongst the survivors after seeing the horrors of war up close for the very first time.

On the other hand, though, they had dealt a massive blow to the Griffin Kingdom's ability to move equipment from Baltimare to anywhere else, destroyed half their artillery pieces, and incapacitated a good deal of their fighters.

What's more, Lisa had seen how their army operated first hand and was already devising ways to make the next battle go in favour of the Equestrians. The semaphore section would have to go, either with a daring air raid by a specially selected team of Pegasi or by her sneaking behind enemy lines and wiping them all out herself.

However it happened, Lisa would make sure the griffin's ability to give orders in battle would be greatly diminished, if not removed entirely.

Until then, though, she would give her after action report to Princess Luna and express her disapproval at Star Shine being in command, as well as asking her for permission to carry out a raid on Baltimare, cripple the griffin position there.

She scanned the countryside one last time, checked the sky, then once Lisa was satisfied that no one was following them back to camp, she holstered her battle rifle and jogged to catch up with the tail end of the militia's convoy.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, emergency relief centre. 1313 Hours, March 28, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

There was no triumphant return for the Equestrian Militia as it walked back into Ponyville, the damaged town now acting as Equestria's capital, nor did the citizens rush out to greet them with cheers and flowers.

There had only been a sombre silence as the dead and badly injured were wheeled past on carts, a few of them still trailing blood, and the surviving members of the militia wearing downcast expressions that was at odds with the clear sky and weak winter sun.

Lisa stayed with it up until the relief centre before branching off and heading to her tent, satisfied to see it in one piece and her equipment intact.

After replenishing her spent ammo, the Spartan headed off in search of Princess Luna to give her an account of the battle, recommend Star Shine be relieved of his command, and to request her permission to perform a raid on Baltimare.

She arrived at the tent just as Star Shine was walking up, the pony glaring at her, but they both entered in silence and came to a halt before Luna as a doctor was checking up on her.

The scars on Luna's face from the Shiva detonation were thick and obvious, devoid of hair, her eyes seemed to just stare blankly at nothing, often flitting one way and then the other, and the stubs where her back legs had been were completely healed.

No one, as yet, had any idea on how to go about replacing them, thinking it may well be best to leave Luna with the cart that had been fashioned for her, though Lisa wondered if the UNSC could fashion her and anyone else who had lost limbs mechanical replacements.

They'd certainly be able to clone new eyes for the blind if they so wished.

The doctor attending to Luna briefly glanced the newcomer's way, mimed they'd be a few minutes, then carried on with their examination, slipping past Lisa and Star Shine when they were done.

A silence fell over the tent, Lisa standing at ease and Star Shine shifting from hoof to hoof, while Luna remained perched on her bed, staring at the space between the two.

'Well?' she finally said, head inching Lisa's way. 'What happened?'

'The griffins-' Lisa began to say but Star Shine cut in.

'The griffin army made an attempt to take one of the bridges,' he started to say but Luna held up a silencing hoof and Star Shine clamped his mouth shut.

'I asked the Chief,' Luna said. 'Not you.'

Star Shine made an unhappy face, moving back a step or two, and turned his head away from Lisa.

'The griffins landed in force at Baltimare and began deploying troops to take the three main routes in Equestria,' the Spartan said without interruption. 'This included the two bridges and a mountain pass, and the Equestrian Militia deployed to counter them.'

'Were you successful?' Luna asked.

Lisa thought back to the dead and wounded, the destroyed trebuchets, and the low morale that had accompanied the militia on its march back to Ponyville. But then she thought about the destruction and denial of three routes that could carry the large volumes of traffic to and from Baltimare.

'Yes and no, ma'am,' she finally said. 'We managed to destroy the bridge but only after a long and costly battle, during which the militia's fighting capability was reduced severely. The other two sections reported similar outcomes. Current estimates put total number of fighting fit at forty percent with another thirty percent as walking wounded.'

'And the rest?'

'Crippling injuries or dead, ma'am,' Lisa said. 'We also lost two fifths of our artillery completely. Only twenty percent are intact enough for immediate deployment. The remainder need major repairs or outright replacement.'

Luna sighed. 'In your opinion, what level of combat activity could the militia sustain in its current state?'

'Limited small scale defensive engagements, no offensive engagements. We lack sufficient numbers of troops and trebuchets for an all out attack.'

The Alicorn sighed again, weary, and said, 'Why is the militia in such a poor state? You were sent on a simple mission.'

'It was the stupid Pegasi!' Star Shine said before Lisa could say anything. 'They let too many griffins through who then wreaked havoc on our lines, and those weapons they carried cut us down in droves! Not to mention the feather brains couldn't follow simple orders.'

Now Luna moved her head in Star's direction, only this time she was glaring at him.

'When I want your opinion, I will ask for it,' she said. 'But as I don't, you will stay your tongue and remain quiet. I asked the Chief and hers is the only voice I want to hear. Is that understood?'

Star Shine went a funny shade but nodded, gritting his teeth.

Lisa glanced down at him then resumed her report.

'The militia was set up in a defensive posture at the three main chokepoints around Baltimare, intending to repulse the griffins by force, despite our objective being denial of assets,' she said. 'Command, in all its wisdom, chose to ignore my advice that the bridges should be destroyed to begin with. The subsequent battle was largely down to their stubbornness.'

'The griffins can fly!' Star Shine objected, as if defending his decision. 'They don't need a bridge to cross a river!'

'But their artillery pieces do,' Lisa countered, glaring down at the pony. 'They brought well over fifty trebuchets to fight us, all of which looked a hell of a lot heavier than the biggest ones we have, and just as many at the other battles. It would be a massive undertaking to move them all across the river, possibly as long as a week of more. Destroying the bridge slows them down a hell of a lot.'

'And what about when we counter attack?' Star said. 'Or-Or what if the griffins build a new bridge where the old one was? All that work would have been for nothing.'

Lisa shrugged. 'Then I'll go back with a few Molotov cocktails and burn that one down as well. But if I were in charge of their army, I'd focus on clearing the mountain pass. The route's already there, just buried under rocks which can be moved or blasted.

'As for a counter attack, we only have to hold out long enough for UNSC reinforcements to arrive. Then we'll have Marines, Helljumpers, and orbital support of our own. You won't have to fight.'

'So, what,' Star Shine said. 'We just hand over the defence of our home to a bunch of aliens we've never met?'

'After what happened in Baltimare, I'm sure Equestria will be happy to have competent and experienced military minds in charge of its defence.'

Star Shine gritted his teeth again and let out a low growl, half turning as if going to physically confront the Spartan but upon seeing Lisa's hands curl into fists, and knowing they were wicked fast, thought better of it and backed down.

'Enough,' Luna said to them both, breaking the tense atmosphere. 'Spartan, in your opinion, what was the main cause behind the militia's poor performance at Baltimare?'

'I have at least two, ma'am,' Lisa said, turning her attention back to the princess. 'To begin with, this was their very first outing as a combat unit so we can't expect perfect results straight away. They need more experience and more training to develop as a fighting force.'

'And the second?'

Lisa glanced, briefly, at Star Shine.

'The competency of their command,' she said. 'Or lack, thereof. They refused to listen to my advice before or during the battle. It was only after heavy losses had been sustained and the bridge was in danger of being captured did Star Shine relent and follow my instructions. Had they listened to begin with, losses would have slim to none.'

There was a minute pause, during which Luna's head slowly swivelled to the general direction of Star Shine.

'Is this true?' the princess asked him quietly. 'Did you deliberately ignore the Chief's input?'

Star's expression went from angry to flustered, Luna's tone of voice doing little to instil him with confidence.

'Well, yeah, but- I mean, I didn't- we-'

He began stammering, trying to find an excuse to soothe the growing frown adorning Luna's face but if anything, it only made it worse.

'Why didn't you listen to the Chief?' Luna asked quietly but firmly, scarred eyes seeming to bore into Star Shine.

The pony flinched and stopped stammering abruptly, eventually opening his mouth to say in a voice barely louder than a whisper, 'I, um, I don't like her. She destroyed my home, killed a few ponies I know who stayed behind, she almost killed Princess Twilight Sparkle and, well, I didn't want our country to be defended by some alien yahoo I barely know.

'We got by without them before, so why should that change now? I wanted to prove we could do it without her.'

Lisa snorted inside her armour, making doubly sure her external speakers were shut down beforehand, while Star Shine started to squirm under Luna's increasing glare.

Her lip curled upwards and she said, 'You're telling me that every death, every life crippling injury, that we suffered at the hands of the Griffin Kingdom was down to your belief that Equestria should be defended by Equestrians and Equestrians alone? Even in the face of a deadly and dangerous we have never faced before?

'You're telling me that you willingly ignored the advice given to you by the Chief here who, by her own admission, is a purpose built engine of destruction based solely on the fact that she is _not _from Equestria?'

Star Shine looked down at his hooves dejectedly.

'Every single life we lost, every single pony whose life has been torn away from them because of a crippling injury, every family that now has to mourn a member who will never return to them, that is all your fault, Star Shine,' Luna continued. 'I want you out of the Equestrian Militia and you are to visit each wounded soldier, each grieving family, and apologise to them that your actions- no, your personal belief, cost them when it could have been avoided.

'Dismissed.'

The stallion barely raised his head to acknowledge Luna, instead meekly departing without so much as a sound.

Lisa watched him duck out of the tent, hooves dragging on the floor, before he was lost to sight, swallowed up by the crowds.

She turned back to Luna.

'Orders, ma'am?' Lisa asked.

'Rest, Spartan,' Luna said. 'If what you say is true, it will be a long while before the militia can be ready to work in an active role. But by that same token, the griffins will be delayed for quite some time as well clearing the rubble and building new bridges. We must invest it wisely.'

'I agree, ma'am,' Lisa said. 'That's why I was going to ask you if I could go to Baltimare and carry out operations to undermine the griffin position there. It took them this long to amass another fleet and according to our scouts, they were repurposed fishing vessels for the most part. I don't think there are many more ocean going vessels left in the Griffin Kingdom.'

'And you propose to do what, Chief?' Luna asked. 'Destroy the ones they brought over?'

'Yes,' Lisa said. 'That, and try to block the harbour mouth with a few wrecks. It's pretty shallow there thanks to sediment deposits and shifting sandbanks. If I can sink a few ships there, block it up, then the next fleet to come in will have to risk Fillydelphia or an open stretch of beach, neither of which is suitable for quickly offloading supplies.'

Luna mulled it over for a second then nodded. 'Very well, you can go. Though I would see if there are any sailors who might be willing to help you. They would make operating the ship much easier.'

The Spartan nodded in agreement. 'I will, ma'am, though I'm sure most of them would say no after what I did to Twilight Sparkle and her brother.'

'At least try, Spartan,' Luna said. 'There's no harm in it.'

'Of course, ma'am.'

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** town of Ponyville. 1330 Hours, March 28, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa emerged from the tent into the midday sun, her presence immediately being noticed and prompting ponies to go out of their way to avoid her, and she tried to decide her next move.

Getting a crew to go with her that was capable of carrying out a stealthy infiltration would be difficult, and finding one that would willingly work with her would be downright impossible since everyone in town all but hated the Spartan.

So, this was looking more and more like a solo mission where she would have to steal the three biggest ships in the griffin fleet judging by how wide and deep the mouth to Horseshoe Bay looked on the map Lisa had, sail them to the entrance and scuttle them, then find a way to sink the remaining ships.

She didn't have enough C7 or C12 to reliable sink them all, nor did she posses a rocket launcher to blow a hole in the hull, let water in that way and from afar.

That meant getting in close and improvising a stand-in for the plastic and foaming explosives in her possession, either here or in Baltimare on the day, but it also had to be waterproof to survive Lisa's planned infiltration point of sneaking in through the River Haywash entirely underwater, and she doubted the Equestrians had something along those lines.

Still, recalling Luna's orders to at least try, Lisa set out to find someone who had the technical know-how on creating a small but powerful explosive, and could design a watertight container, all on a short notice.

Again, it was most likely a next to impossible task to complete in the current state of Ponyville but Lisa was a Spartan.

They accomplished the impossible.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, emergency relief centre. 1649 Hours, March 28, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The sun was nearing the horizon and signalling the end of the day, and around Ponyville lamps were being lit to illuminate paths and streets, giving the ponies that still occupied the damaged town light to see by.

Lisa passed by a number of them as they were lit, her search so far coming up fruitless.

No one that would speak to her had the knowledge or experience to create around thirty waterproof explosives, nor were they willing to elaborate on who did, making this an actual impossible mission.

Instead, Lisa cast her mind to other ways of achieving the destruction of the ships and the blocking of Horseshoe Bay.

Her earlier lamentations of lacking a rocket launcher led her think the same way about Spartan Lasers, and imagining one of the ruby red beams tearing through the wooden hull of the griffin ships sparked a new thought process off in her head: in lieu of an explosive or a Spartan Laser, could a unicorn fire off a spell with enough power to blow a hole through a good foot of wood?

She had then started to ask here to find powerful unicorns in Ponyville but again, was met with vague or useless answers, until it started to become more apparent that rather than a unicorn, it would require the help of an Alicorn.

With Celestia a walking nuclear hazard, Luna crippled and blind, and Twilight Sparkle lacking a horn, Lisa's options were narrowed to Cadance and Cadance alone.

Predictably, neither she nor Shining Armour was open to the idea.

'Absolutely not,' the stallion said, hoof coming down hard onto the floor. 'There is no way I would let some alien who attacked me and almost shot my sister take my wife and our unborn foal into battle.'

'It's not battle,' Lisa said, exasperated. 'It's a raid on Baltimare's port to cripple the griffin fleet again. We'll be in and out within half an hour.'

'But you've still got to get there,' Shining Armour said, his hoof now pointing at Lisa. 'And get back. That's two weeks, minimum, by hoof. Not to mention evading griffin patrols along the way. It's too dangerous.'

'Says the pony who threw himself at a magical, impenetrable barrier despite not knowing what it would do to him.'

'That's different.'

'How?'

'He was trying to save me,' Cadance said, edging closer to her husband. 'What you're proposing, it means going up against an enemy that's got the home field advantage. Shining Armour's right, it's too dangerous. Especially going in with, well, me.'

'So was going into that changeling stronghold with him and Twilight,' Lisa said. 'Yet you came out of there alive, didn't you? Besides, you wouldn't be going into Baltimare proper. You'd be on the southern edge of Horseshoe Bay with a clean line of sight of the ships.

'All you need to do is waste as many as you can when I give the signal.'

Neither pony seemed swayed by this, quietly staring at the Spartan.

Lisa sighed.

'Look, if there were another way to go about this, I'd take it. I don't like having civilians on a combat operation at all. They rush in without thinking, don't know how to be stealthy, and they're too much of an unknown to trust.' She gestured to Shining Armour. 'Like you, running at Chrysalis without looking for traps or thinking why she was so relaxed despite being out in the open.'

Shining Armour gritted his teeth.

'But right now, the best way to take out those ships if you go with me, ma'am,' Lisa said. 'I can't take out a whole fleet of them with little to no equipment suited for sinking ships. You could, though, from a safe distance. If you don't go, it would take me a hell of a lot longer.'

'You don't have to go,' Cadance said. 'Those ships, it takes them what, three weeks to get here and three to get back? That's six weeks before reinforcements can get here. Isn't that good enough?'

'Not really,' Lisa said back. 'Yes, it takes six weeks to make a round trip from here to the Griffin Kingdom, not including repairs made in port and embarking troops and supplies, but it would take them a whole lot longer to build replacement ships big enough to cross the North Faustian Ocean. And it'll cost the griffins money and resources to replace the ships.

'Sooner or later, they'll run out of money and have to start increasing taxes, or make the builders work for less, or something that rallies the masses against them and continuing the war effort. You need to think long term, not short term.'

'And we are.' Shining Armour placed his hoof next to Cadance's, a faint smile on both their faces. 'Our family is growing, and I don't want it taken away from me. After everything that's happened, I don't want to lose the ponies special to me.'

Cadance's smile grew slightly and she leaned closer to her husband, placing a light kiss on his cheek.

'How strong is your magic, then?' Lisa asked, looking at the stallion. 'If you're not willing to let Cadance go out into harm's way, would you rather it be you?'

'What makes you think I'd want to go?' Shining Armour asked back, turning from his wife to the Spartan. 'I've seen what happened when you go on a mission. Ponies die, and I don't want to be a part of that.'

'None of the deaths were friendlies, though,' Lisa countered. 'I managed to get Cadance out alive, didn't I? And Twilight when I rescued her. The only people to die were those trying to stop us. You'd be in safe hands with me.'

'I don't care,' Shining Armour said. 'I'm not going with you.'

Lisa threw her hands up, exasperated, and said, 'Then who? Who can I take with me to destroy the ships, remove yet another threat against your country, and help stop countless more families to be from being torn apart? Give me their name and location and I will leave the two of you alone.'

Neither did, but neither did they say they'd go, causing the Spartan more frustration.

She sighed.

'Okay, then. Let's say I leave those ships intact. That's thirty ships capable of making transoceanic voyages, each one big enough to hold upwards of thirty troops and their fighting materials, and able to make resupply runs every six weeks. Their first wave contained a thousand or so troops who, during three battles each barely half an hour long, managed to reduce the Equestrian Militia's combat capability to below forty percent while their own casualties were barely thirty percent.

'They made landfall a mere eight or so days ago, meaning those thirty ships could be on their way back to the Griffin Kingdom now, ready to bring another thousand troops and necessary war supplies to Equestria.'

Lisa pointed to outside the tent, in the vague direction of Ponyville General where the wounded were being treated and the dying given last rites or whatever the Equestrian equivalent was.

'Before, the Equestrian Militia was outnumbered a mere three to one and that was when it was at full strength. Now, at forty percent its total capacity and with just the griffins in Equestria now, they're outnumbered five to one with little to no artillery support. When those griffin ships make their journey and return with reinforcements, they'd be outnumbered twelve to one.

'Now you were right, Shining Armour. It is a week to Baltimare by foot, meaning it'll have been a full two weeks since the ships first came if we leave this very moment. They could be going or gone right now, leaving us with just an empty harbour for five plus weeks and a woefully outmatched militia to fend off an invading and much better equipped army.'

'Couldn't we, I don't know, mine the entrance to the harbour instead?' Shining Armour said. 'That way, we could destroy the ships when they come back.'

Lisa covered her mouth in mock shock, gasping, and said, 'What a brilliant idea. Why didn't I think of that? The ships are going to be so far from shore, their flightless crew won't have time to reach land before they drown. Oh, wait. The griffins can fly, meaning whoever survives the explosions will still make it to Equestria. Even if half survive, that's another five hundred troops.'

'Then maybe we could rebuild the militia!' Shining Armour said loudly. 'Five weeks is a long time for us to get more recruits, build more trebuchets.'

'Except for the fact that there are no more evacuees passing this way,' Lisa said. 'And we took in every one of them who wanted to join up. There are no more recruits, which means we're stuck with the 130 troops who managed to come back healthy enough to be considered fit for duty. Everyone else was too injured or dead.

'So unless you're planning on walking to Vanhoover or Los Pegasus and hold a massive recruitment drive, then walk all those budding new soldiers back here, train them, and rebuild and repair the trebuchets we brought back, all in five weeks, I'd put my money on going to Baltimare _now _and destroying however many ships we can before they escape.'

She folded her arms and glared at Shining Armour. 'But if you think leaving the ships to go pick up more troops is a sound move, I will of course defer to your superior experiences in asymmetrical warfare and discount my own experiences on the battlefield.'

A tense silence fell over the tent, Lisa and Shining Armour glaring at each other with enough force to shatter battleplate, lasting for what felt like eternity until Cadance cleared her throat and broke it.

'You should go,' she said to Shining Armour.

'Wha-?' he said, dumbstruck. 'Cadance, you're agreeing with her? Why?'

'Because she's right,' she said. 'The militia isn't in any condition to fight anything right now, and things will only get worse if those ships leave and come back. I know you don't want to go but if you stay here, those ships will bring with them an invading army we can't defeat. How will our family grow if that happens?'

Shining Armour opened and close his mouth several times, trying to come up with an answer but couldn't, seeing the arguments both Cadance and Lisa had put forward were irrefutable.

He sighed and seemed to deflate.

'Fine,' the pony said. 'I'll go. But don't think it means I'm happy about it. I'm only going to protect Cadance and everypony else.'

Lisa nodded. 'Good. Gather up enough food and supplies for a week long trek, and a cloak. We leave in twenty minutes.'

Shining Armour's mouth dropped open in shock.

'Fifteen _minutes_?' he said. 'You can't be serious.'

'I am,' Lisa said. 'It'll take us a week to get there, and the longer we spend in Ponyville the more likely it'll be that the ships have already departed. I don't want to waste any more time than we already have done.'

The stallion's mouth opened and closed again but no sound came out, eventually giving up trying to come up with an argument to throw at Lisa who remained standing before him, arms folded across her chest and resolute, and Shining Armour sighed in resignation.

'I'll be back in fifteen minutes,' Lisa said. 'Get a cloak that covers you completely and enough supplies for-

'-a weeklong trip,' Shining Armour interrupted. 'Yeah, I got it. I'll be waiting.'

The Spartan dipped her head and ducked out of the tent, heading towards hers to stock up on equipment and ammo ahead of two weeks of walking and, possible, half an hour of intense combat, not to mention putting up with a pony that had very few reasons to like her for the duration.

Lisa shrugged.

She'd been on worse missions.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Baltimare. 2258 Hours, April 05, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The moon was hanging mournfully in the sky, dimmed and subdued, as though reflecting the general feeling back in Ponyville after the militia's disastrous return, barely giving off enough light to safely see by.

It made little to no difference to Lisa but her companion, Shining Armour, had no low light optics or augmented eyes, and like in the changeling tunnels, he kept bumping into the Spartan as they crept towards the port city.

He was wearing a thick, rough robe covered in mud and leaves, hiding his brilliant white coat from sight with a similarly coloured and dirty scarf hid most of his face, so she wasn't worried about a sentry spotting him from afar as the pair edged closer to Baltimare, finally arriving after a week-long slog from Ponyville.

Neither had spoken much, merely alerting one another of possible threats and sounding all clears, and the animosity coming off Shining Armour was no less than it had been since setting off. He had remained a fair distance from the Spartan, never smiled, and answered as laconically as possible.

Lisa hadn't been bothered by it, revelling in the silence as it allowed her to be more aware of their surroundings and keep an ear out for noises that didn't belong, or sudden patches of silence.

There had been only two, both times caused by a long range griffin patrol likely scouring the countryside for threats and both times, Lisa had eliminated them with her battle rifle.

Now, as they came within spitting distance of Baltimare, she unlimbered her battle rifle again and stopped behind a fallen tree barely big enough to conceal her.

She turned to Shining Armour as he crouched beside her and said, 'You remember the plan?'

'Yeah,' the stallion whispered, nodding.

'Good,' Lisa said. 'Get into position and wait for my signal. Run into any trouble, fire off a beacon for me to zero in on and I'll try to get myself there.'

Shining Armour just nodded, pulling his scarf up to cover his mouth and set off into the undergrowth, heading south towards the River Haywash.

Lisa knew he would get to it, follow the current, then set himself up along the southern flank of the bay.

She brought up her mission clock and waited twenty minutes to give him a chance to get into position, then vaulted the fallen tree and ran in a half crouch to the outer limits of Baltimare, sliding to a halt behind a low lying wall, almost on her stomach.

Her motion tracker showed all clear and a quick check visually confirmed this, and Lisa got up and jogged out into the street, heading east towards the docks.

Lanterns were strung at irregular intervals, offering patches of light, mostly in front of large buildings the Spartan guessed were being used as barrack for the troops, and she looked at the general construction of the structures around her.

Stone exteriors with wooden windows and doors, with felt roofs, and enough space between buildings that two Scorpion tanks could have travelled down the street side by side with room to spare.

Lisa slowed her pace, passing by a building ten stories high with a lantern out front, debating whether or not to chuck one of the sources of illumination into the hallway, set the tower ablaze.

It would help lower the morale of the griffin troops stationed in Baltimare, and hopefully kill of wound a number of them, as well as tie a fair few up trying to combat the blaze from pursuing her Shining Armour, but there was no guarantee that the fire would stay contained to the one building.

An errant ember could drift to another building, set that on fire, and so on and so forth until all of Baltimare was burning, meaning she would have destroyed two cities, and Lisa doubted the Equestrians would respond kindly to that.

She sped up and left the building behind, following her street to the moderate port facilities of Baltimare where the Spartan ducked into cover behind a crate, taking in her surroundings.

The bay was still and silent, its water gently lapping against the harbour walls as nearly twenty ships lay moored up, their ropes and rigging creaking quietly in the night air, their decks lit up with more lanterns that allowed griffins to move about without fear of bumping into something or someone.

There was only a light guard on each deck, the night watch, with the rest of the crew below deck or barracked in one of Baltimare's many empty houses and hotels.

On the harbour itself were numerous crates, wooden beams, and barrels clustered near each gangplank, presumably ship building materials to repair any damage incurred on the voyage over here.

Lisa cast her eye over the ships at berth, noting none looked particularly worthy of oceanic journeys with hasty reinforcement done to their masts, and that most, if not all of them present, bore recently repaired damage or were still undergoing repairs.

She guessed the ones that had left were either undamaged, or had finished their repairs first and had been sent back for more troops and supplies.

Her knowledge of ship building was very limited, most of it gleaned from watching Sparrow's crew working to fix the _Equestrian Trader _after its bout with a storm, but Lisa had gleaned that waterproofing of a ship used pitch, of which she knew a little bit more of.

It was thick, gloopy, and burned like nothing else.

No doubt the barrels she had seen were filled with the stuff, and the Spartan began revising her plan of attack to take into account her new surroundings.

She scanned the harbour for what she would need, grabbed a nearby lantern, then ducked back into the shadows.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** city of Baltimare, Baltimare harbour. 0025 Hours, April 06, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa made her way quickly, silently, to the far end of the harbour and the ships located there as her newly revised plan went into action.

It started off which a shout of alarm from one of the griffin lookouts, followed by several dozen more, as a small boatshed began glowing from inside, a hellish orange glow, that very rapidly grew until flames began seeping out of the cracks in the walls and doors, caused by a liberated barrel of pitch and a stolen lantern.

Griffins poured out of their ships, roused by the shouts and bells that rang out across the harbour, a call to action in hopes of containing the fire before it could spread to a nearby cache of materials and a small number of trebuchets awaiting repairs.

But, they were too slow as fire seemed to just blossom across the wooden constructions, rapidly engulfing them all, helped by a liberal application of pitch placed on them by Lisa, and the main focus of the griffin's efforts was swiftly changed to containing that fire as well.

It had the desired effect of draining the night watch and whatever crews were still onboard away from their ships, leaving the harbour Lisa was sprinting for deserted.

She stopped near one such ship, its crew gone, and looked for a barrel of pitch which she grabbed and hauled above her head, using her augmented strength to hurl it onto the top deck where it collided with the hard wooden surface and broke apart, spilling its contents.

Lisa picked up a nearby lantern and threw that on deck as well, managing to drop it right in the middle and shattering the glass surrounding the candle.

Within seconds, the pitch caught and a third fire sprang to life, its light seeming to rival the sun for intensity in the night.

The Spartan didn't wait to see if the fire spread or not, running to the next unlucky ship and repeating the process once again as more shouts of alarm rang out from the griffins as they saw fire seemingly materialise on the deck of a ship.

Their cries became more urgent as a second, third, and then fourth ship went up, and the soldiers turned back to the ships.

By the time they'd drawn level with the first ship ablaze, Lisa had already ignited another three ships and was flat out sprinting for the last one in line, a galleon lookalike not dissimilar to the _Equestrian Trader._

She threw a barrel of pitch onboard then ran up the gangplank onto the ship itself, untying all the mooring lines and unfurling the sails, before going to helm and taking hold of the wheel.

The ship began moving, slowly, away from the dock as what little wind there was got caught in the sails and pushed the heavy object, Lisa hauling the wheel hard to port and aiming for the mouth of Horseshoe Bay.

Her motion tracker picked up contacts, griffins flying after her, and Lisa drew her pistol with hand, the other keeping her captured vessel on course.

A flight of griffins came at her, swords at the ready, and the Spartan dispatched them with practised ease.

She zoomed in on the harbour and saw the seven ships she'd set ablaze were fully caught now, the fire licking at the mast and, in two cases, caused it to collapse, while at the opposite end the griffins not tasked with tackling her original fires were boarding the ships, getting set to come after her.

One of the griffins was looking at her ship with a telescope.

Lisa stuck her middle finger up at him.

She turned back to her ship and aimed for the opening to the bay as half of the remaining ships came sailing towards her, and the Spartan hoped Shining Armour was in place.

More griffins came her way, swooping in from above, but did little to stop her as she used a dead griffin to wedge the wheel into place, jumping onto the deck and opening one of the hatches.

Beyond it was the crew's living quarters, rapidly set up and rapidly abandoned with personal effects littering the deck, and Lisa pulled a satchel of C12 from her pack and threw it down amongst the framed photos and discarded clothes.

The activation light burned green, signalling it was ready to detonate, and the lone Spartan rushed back up the helm and corrected her course, kicking the griffin body away.

She was barely a mile from the opening and could see the waves of the North Faustian Ocean crashing against the land, throwing up great plumes of freezing saltwater, and behind her were half of the remaining ships, their crews readying for boarding action.

'Come closer,' Lisa murmured, both to herself and the ships pursing her. 'Come on, close ranks.'

They did, almost forming a funnel that was concentrated on her stolen ship, and when she came within half a mile of the entrance to Horseshoe Bay, Lisa grabbed the nearest lantern and threw it onto the deck where it landed in the midst of the pitch, catching almost instantly and lighting up everything.

Lisa paused a moment, letting the ships get closer, then ran for the railings and propelled herself into the night air before falling into the icy cold water.

Right as she made contact, Lisa sent the activation signal to the brick of C12 she'd lobbed below decks and detonated it, itself the signal for Shining Armour to blast whatever ships had followed her.

Wood went flying past the Spartan, some of it on fire, and the pressure wave from the explosive slammed into her, pushing her that bit further from her doomed ship as Shining Armour carried out his part of the plan, unleashing a beam of energy that cut through the darkness and the wooden hull of the lead griffin ship.

Its effect, and whatever else the stallion may have hit, was then lost from sight as Lisa landed in the water and began sinking, the heavier objects from her ship splashing down around her and making their final journeys to the bottom of the bay.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Baltimare, southern edge of Horseshoe Bay. 0103 Hours, April 06, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The Spartan hauled herself out of the water, water cascading from her armour, and ran for the tree cover, only pausing to look out over the bay once she was in the tree line.

Her ship was gone completely, sitting low in the water as what remained of its top deck burned, while around it were the wrecks of half the fleet that had pursued her, either listing heavily to one side or capsized completely.

They were near the mouth of the bay, clumped together, but had failed to achieve a true barricade, merely posing a navigation hazard and limiting it to one ship in or out at a time.

Still, it was better than nothing and yet more ships had been taken out of commission, and Lisa took note that two of them had grounded themselves on the beach.

Both looked reusable though one had struck a nasty rock upon making landfall and water rushed into it, but what drew her attention more was the direction in which their evacuating crew was heading, and the sounds of battle she could hear.

Drawing her battle rifle, Lisa briefly glanced up as a purple beacon shot up into the air directly over the area everyone was running towards. Shining Armour's rescue beacon.

She sprinted towards it, downing griffins as and when she saw them with a triple tap from her rifle, its report mostly lost in the clamour of conflict, finally coming across Shining Armour as he tried to fight off nearly two dozen griffins.

'Where the hell were you?' he shouted upon seeing Lisa emerge from the griffin line, fighting her way to him.

'I went for a swim,' she said back, firing into the crowd.

With both of them fending off the attackers, Shining Armour knocking the griffins out and Lisa putting them down more permanently, the small skirmish was over before too long, leaving the Spartan and the stallion stood alone in a forest full of the dead and unconscious.

Shining Armour looked at the recently killed with a mixture of revulsion and horror, quickly beating a hasty retreat away from them with Lisa in tow.

They emerged from the trees further down from the beached ships, seeing the remaining vessels not taken out had returned to the harbour well away from the still burning ships that had almost burnt out, leaving behind charred remains that had sunken, creating another obstacle any ships would have to overcome if they came to this port.

'What do you think?' Lisa asked as the last remaining mast on the burned ships finally snapped and fell to the deck, crashing through it and throwing up a plume of smoke and embers.

'That I want to go back to Ponyville,' Shining Armour replied.

Lisa nodded, her eyes drifting over the remaining ships and their crews as they moved to secure them to the docks.

'Sure,' she said, shrugging off her bag and pulling out a NAV marker. She held her hand out for Shining Armour to stop, nestling the small tracker inside his scarf when he did. 'You head back to Ponyville now. I'll catch up.'

The pony looked at her suspiciously and said, 'Why? What are you going to do?'

'Take care of them,' Lisa said, jerking her thumb in the direction of the remaining ships. 'There's only six left. I should be able to set them ablaze easily enough. After it's done, I'll come to you and we'll all go home.'

'How will you know where I am?'

A cool blue triangle appeared on Lisa's HUD, directly over Shining Armour, and she said, 'I just will. Keep out of trouble, and you'll be back home in no time.'

She flashed him a thumbs up, got nothing in return, then sent the pony on his way, waiting until he was gone before setting off for the port town, only to frown as her armour picked up a snippet of a message being broadcast from somewhere inside Baltimare.

Her armour managed to get a copy of the transmission but it was brief, barely a second long, and a seemingly random series of beeps.

It wasn't Morse, and sounded like no code Lisa had heard before, so whatever message it contained, provided it was a message, would remain a mystery.

She shrugged and continued her trek into Baltimare, ready to set something one fire.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville. 1136 Hours, April 10, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa and Shining Armour reunited a few miles outside of Baltimare, bedding down for a few hours until the sun came up, then walked with little interruption ever since, wanting to put the city behind them as quickly as possible.

As with their walk from Ponyville, their walk back was mostly silent but lacked any encounters with griffin patrols, and soon all that stood between them and the acting capital of Ponyville was a hill with a forest on top.

'Thanks,' Lisa said to her companion as they walked around the base of the hill. 'I couldn't have taken all those ships out without your help.'

Shining Armour stared at her for a while before saying, 'I didn't do it to help you.'

'I know,' Lisa said. 'But thanks anyway.'

The stallion didn't reply, picking the pace up a little, and the pair emerged from behind the hill and saw Ponyville for the first time in two weeks.

Smoke rose from a few sections of the town, creating a vague haze over the town, and whatever buildings had been left standing follow the Archer missile attack had been levelled with fresh craters blown into the ground, while Ponyville General was little more than a burnt out shell of its former glory.

The small town had been attacked again.

Lisa assessed the remains, her practised eye classifying the weaponry involved to be Anvil-II missiles from a Pelican dropship, and guessed that whatever dropships the Innies had left had been pitted against the town in their absence.

'Oh, no,' Shining Armour whispered. 'No. It can't- not again.'

He took off at a gallop, rushing towards town, and Lisa ran after him, catching sight of a crater on the fringes of town, right where Celestia's dome had been, but saw no sign of the Alicorn princess. Just stained dirt and shattered rocks.

Inside town things were far bleaker with barely a living soul in sight. Most of the ponies Lisa saw were dead, blown in half or burned to death, with only the occasional shell shocked survivor moving amongst the rubble.

They barely raised their heads in acknowledgement, merely watching the Spartan sprint by, and carried on with their sorrowful march through town.

Lisa made a left, then a right, then another right, and came out on the edge of the relief centre, seeing only half a dozen tents, maybe, whose frames were intact.

Everything else was flattened, burned away, or covering limp forms.

'You're back,' a voice to her left said, prompting the Spartan to swivel in the speaker's direction and see a bloodied and badly bandaged Royal Guard staring at her with equal parts relief and pain. Half his face was covered by a bandage and one leg was in a splint, and one wing was missing completely.

'When did the attack take place?' Lisa asked.

'A few days ago,' the guard said in a distant voice. 'I don't know. Everything's been kind of... kind of hectic.'

'Casualties?'

The Pegasus shrugged. 'Nopony wants to do a final count. Seems like everypony, though. There's, like, fifty of us left.'

'Where?' Lisa asked.

The guard shrugged again.

'Here and there,' he said. 'We don't really know what to do. Luna wanted to wait for you and Shining Armour to come back first before we do anything.'

'She's alive?' the Spartan asked. 'Princess Luna's okay?'

'Better than the other two,' the pony said. 'Twilight got pretty banged up. Don't know if she'll pull through or not.'

'And Cadance? Celestia?'

The guard shook his head dejectedly.

'They didn't make it.'
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Chapter Thirty

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, emergency relief centre. 1149 Hours, April 10, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa picked her way through the ruins, carefully avoiding the dead as they lay in the streets.

Most of the bodies bore shrapnel wounds, blood trailing from them, and were organised in such a chaotic way that it all but told the Spartan they had been killed as they fled the Pelicans, hoping to avoid the missiles and chin mounted turrets.

No doubt some of the Innies had used the opportunity to open fire with an assault rifle from the blood tray, anything to cause maximum damage.

She looked up, briefly, as a pained cry echoed across the tents before resuming her search.

It had sounded like Shining Armour, likely learning of his wife and unborn child's demise.

The Spartan paused next to one tent, recalling it as the one Pinkie Pie and Rainbow Dash had lived in, seeing a limp and bloodied form underneath the canvas.

She knelt down next to it and pulled back the cover, revealing a multi-coloured mane and light blue coat.

She shook her head and stood, scanning the sea of tattered canvas for any sign of movement.

The guard Lisa had spoken to had wandered off, leaving her to navigate the bloodied mess alone.

Smoke would drift over it occasionally but there was no sound. No birdsong, no rustle of leaves in the wind, nothing. It was like Ponyville had simply ceased to be.

Lisa looked back at the town and estimated that barely ten percent of its original structures remained but even then, only half had roofs and fewer still were completely intact.

There was nothing left.

Another cry washed over the tents, descending into sobs, and Lisa zeroed in on it, moving at that same deliberate pace as she did, taking in the carnage and death.

She passed by the section of the relief centre that had housed the orphaned children, seeing bloodied dirt and dismembered limbs littering the floor.

None of them were very big, more in keeping with that of a young filly or colt, and Lisa spotted at least two intact bodies, their features marred but not enough for her to recognise one as Diamond Tiara. The other pony, a colt, she didn't know, but his coat was white with grey-brown spots covering it.

Further afield, in another section, was Scootaloo though it was only down to her orange coat and the presence of a crusader cape that helped Lisa identify the small filly. Her head was gone completely.

The Spartan wondered if Apple Bloom was still alive, and her thoughts drifted to Twilight Sparkle and her friends.

Rainbow Dash was dead for sure but the remaining four were currently unknown, though Lisa had only searched a small part of town, and as she closed in on Shining Armour's cries she saw that both Pinkie Pie and Fluttershy were still alive despite grievous shrapnel injuries, lying on rough blankets underneath a ramshackle shelter made from several different scavenged canvases.

Luna and Twilight Sparkle were present as well, heavily bandaged and covered in wounds, with an exhausted nurse constantly checking their vitals.

Shining Armour was sat next to his sister, crying, but he looked up as the Spartan stopped on the threshold of the shelter.

'She's gone,' he whispered. 'Cadance is gone.'

'I know,' Lisa said.

'Our foal...'

'I know,' Lisa said again.

'Our family...'

His voice broke towards the end, fresh tears falling from his eyes, and Shining Armour closed his mouth, heading turning to Twilight as she lay atop a damaged cart, inert but breathing.

'Now it's just me and Twilli,' Shining Armour whispered, reaching a hoof out to touch his sister's shoulder, hoping to get a response.

She remained motionless.

He withdrew his hoof and swallowed hard, focusing his attention on Lisa.

'Look after her,' the stallion said. 'Whatever happens to me, you look after her. Okay? I want you to protect my sister as though your life depends on it.'

'Sir,' Lisa said, dipping her head. 'Consider it done.'

Shining Armour nodded his head back then got to his hooves, wordlessly leaving the tent and heading back out into the relief centre, likely looking for his wife, and Lisa stepped aside to let him go.

She watched him wander out into the silence for a second then turned back to the remaining ponies in the tent.

'When did the attack happen?' Lisa asked. 'And how?'

'They came four days ago in the dead of night, took us by surprise,' Luna said, sitting upright. 'I-I don't really know how they attacked, but I could hear it, hear their weapons as they killed everypony they could, even my sister...'

Luna trailed off, mouth opening and closing but producing no noise, and the nurse moved to comfort her, offering the princess a tissue as tears appeared.

'They went for Celestia first,' the nurse said, picking up where Luna had left off. 'Around a dozen of them Pelican things came straight for town, angling off to where her stone dome was being built, and just launched a wave of missiles at her before she could react. Everypony saw the explosion, lit up the night, then ran around in panic when the Pelicans came straight for them.

'I was in my tent when the first missiles were launched, jolted me awake, and I was out of it in time to see them blow up the hospital with more missiles. Then they turned on the relief centre.'

She gestured to the devastation before them.

'Ponies didn't know what to do. Some stayed in their tents, some ran for their lives. Didn't matter. The Innies killed them either way. Missiles, those mounted gun things, fire bombs. Each Pelican was a death machine.

'Before too long, the tents were gone and the town was on fire and just like that, the Pelicans were gone, vanishing into the night. Killed no end of ponies.'

'How many survived?' Lisa asked.

The nurse shrugged. 'Don't know. Some ponies just up and left, heading as far from town as they could, some killed themselves rather than live with what happened, some died afterwards. Internal damage, you know.'

Lisa glanced around the tent, taking note of the inhabitants.

'Rarity?' she asked. 'Applejack?'

Luna just shook her head, neither Pinkie Pie nor Fluttershy responding.

'Apple Bloom and Big Macintosh?'

'Out there, somewhere,' Luna said, hoof pointed vaguely in the direction of town. 'They're scavenging what they can, food and water mostly. Whatever they can find.'

The Spartan nodded but frowned, confused as to why Big Mac would take his little sister out searching for supplies, especially as she was blinded and no doubt grieving over the loss of Applejack and Scootaloo.

Maybe he was trying to keep her occupied, keep her from thinking about what had happened, and going out in search of food was the only thing he could do.

At least they were alive.

'Orders, ma'am?' Lisa asked Luna.

'Your call, Spartan,' the princess said. 'I... I don't know what to think right now. With everything that's happened...'

She trailed off again.

Lisa nodded again and said, 'We should evacuate then, head to either Vanhoover or Los Pegasus. There's no point in staying in Ponyville anymore. It's all but destroyed and we don't have any kind of military presence to defend it with.'

'What about the dead?'

'We leave them,' Lisa said. 'There's not enough time or resources to bury them all. With barely fifty ponies, all of them likely heavily injured, and more than seven times their number to locate and bury, we'd probably still be here by the time the griffins make a push west.

'At most, we could probably bury close family members of whoever survived but that's it. I don't want to spend any longer here than is absolutely necessary.'

Everyone paused as they heard Shining Armour's mournful howl coming from out in the tents, the stallion having found his wife or what was left of her.

'You'd just...you'd just leave them?' Luna whispered.

'Yes, ma'am, I would,' Lisa said with a small nod. 'It's not ideal. I don't like leaving allies behind without a proper burial but we have to put the wellbeing of whoever is alive first. Like I said earlier, there are too many bodies to bury and not enough people fit enough to find and bury them all. We'd have to come back at a later date to complete it.'

Nobody said anything, silently staring at the ground, before Luna broke it with a weary sigh.

'Very well, Spartan,' she said. 'We will evacuate. But only after we bury some of the dead.'

'Of course, ma'am.'

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville, emergency relief centre. 1230 Hours, April 10, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The Spartan ducked out of the tent and into the relief centre, scanning the bleak and downtrodden landscape.

She looked at all of the dead bodies nearby, trying to count them all but gave up when that number reached fifty, knowing there were more further into the desolation and even more in what remained of Ponyville.

Too many bodies, not enough time to bury them all.

She shook her head and set off into it all again, eventually coming across Shining Armour as he dug a grave.

Next to him was a bloodied canvas rag, no doubt containing Cadance though judging by how small it was, there couldn't have been much of the princess left.

Lisa paused, watching as the stallion as he used his magic to manipulate a shovel, then wordlessly picked up a spare shovel and joined him in digging the grave.

Shining Armour didn't say anything but he gave Lisa a look that was grateful.

Between them, they quickly dug out a grave deep enough to place Cadance into and once she was down, they began the process of filling it in, finishing it off with a crude marker that Shining Armour carved his wife's name onto, along with an additional one for their foal.

As they worked, the guard Lisa had spoken to guided Luna and the rest of the ponies from their shelter to the edge of the burial site and once Cadance was put to rest, Shining Armour and Lisa headed out into the tents again to search for Rarity, Applejack, Rainbow Dash, Night Light and Velvet, and, almost as an afterthought on the Spartan's part, Scootaloo.

'For Apple Bloom,' she said upon returning, the orange filly's body wrapped up in a blanket.

The ponies had just nodded, leaving her, Shining Armour, and Big Macintosh to dig the graves and fill them in.

When the last one was completed, Lisa crouched down and made up a small marker, using her knife to write Celestia's name onto the surface.

She had no body to bury, just a few tatters of flesh that had been spread to the wind, and until a more permanent marker could be made, this would have to do.

It moved Luna regardless, bringing on more tears, and once the last marker was in place, the ponies fell still, observing a moment of silence for the deceased.

Lisa came to attention and saluted, holding it for two minutes, then lowered her hand as though she were on parade. Precise and respectful.

She glanced to her side, seeing tears in the eyes of everyone else.

They finished, wiping their eyes clear or sniffing, and moved away from the graves, the blinded helped.

'Begin evacuations, Chief,' Luna said as she passed the Spartan. 'Round up everypony you can find and have them assemble outside the town hall.'

'Yes, ma'am,' Lisa said.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** outskirts of Ponyville. 1859 Hours, April 10, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

It took close to an hour to round up all the survivors, and longer still to scavenge whatever supplies were left and load them into carts intact enough to hold any kind of weight.

The healthier of the evacuees hitched themselves up to the carts, hauling them along the dirt path leading out of Ponyville, with some of the worse off riding atop their wagons, moaning each time the cart lurched too much or bumped over a rock.

Big Macintosh had offered to take Lisa's cart of supplies, placing Apple Bloom and Fluttershy on top of the remaining explosives and ammunition, while Shining Armour pulled the cart his sister was lying on.

Twilight hadn't come out of her inert state, not even at the funeral, but Lisa had spotted the Alicorn's eye tracking her progress as they marched out of town.

The Spartan was staying level with the head of the caravan, occasionally looking back over her shoulder to check on everyone's progress and to make sure there wasn't any kind of threat coming for them, and each time she did she felt a strange sense of, well, loss over leaving Ponyville.

It baffled her a little. This wasn't the first time Lisa had evacuated a city or town before alongside friendly forces, but each of those times, she had only been there for a few days, maybe a week a most.

But this time, this time she had been living in Ponyville for the best part of four months, had gotten to know the people living there and, for the most part, been accepted into the town as though she were new resident.

There had been a few rough patches, notably after her encounter with Chrysalis and perceived attack on Twilight Sparkle and Shining Armour, but for the most part Ponyville had gladly welcomed her.

And looking out over the forty-three ponies that had lived, of whom only twelve were originally from Ponyville, she couldn't help but be reminded of her own exodus from home, from Elysium City when the Covenant had attacked.

Behind it all, in the gloaming, was the burned out remains of Ponyville, barely visible and by tomorrow, it would be gone.

Lisa looked down and away, then drew her rifle and carried on walking.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** edge of White Tail Woods. 2200 Hours, April 10, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

There was a far off crackle of thunder from somewhere in the distance, followed by a few more peals, but the dark clouds were well away from the evacuees as they made camp on the fringes of the forest, several fires beating back the night and offering the ponies some warmth as they rested, exhausted after three hours hard walking.

Lisa had signalled for them to stop upon reaching the trees and they dropped where they stood, begrudgingly building the fires as the night closed in and the harsh winter weather descended upon them.

Sat with Lisa round her fire was Shining Armour and Big Macintosh, both staring into the flames, mesmerised by the flickering light, and Fluttershy and Twilight Sparkle.

The Pegasus was curled next to her husband asleep, a blanket wrapped around them both for extra warmth, and the Alicorn was next to her brother, neither of whom had a blanket of any kind around them.

Both shivered and Lisa threw some more wood on the fire, the logs catching after a while and throwing out a little bit more heat and light.

Shining Armour nodded in thanks.

Lisa nodded back and got up, heading out to get more firewood and when she returned, Big Macintosh had fallen asleep as well, Winona and Apple Bloom having shown up as well and wormed their way between the farmer and Fluttershy.

Winona opened one eye as Lisa came back and dumped and armful of wood onto the pile, letting out a faint whimper.

The Spartan stared at the dog for a moment then sat down, took her helmet and gloves off, then rummaged around in her pack for an MRE.

She pulled one out then ripped open the packet, seeing it was meatloaf, and tore a piece off.

Across from her, Winona's nose twitched, picking up the food's scent, and she raised her head, nose twitching again.

'Want some?' Lisa said to her, shaking the packet.

The collie hesitated, torn between the alluring smell and the fact it would mean going near the Spartan to fully investigate, so Lisa tossed the bit in her hand over the fire, making it land right in front of where the Apple family was sleeping.

Winona's nose twitched and she moved, slowly, creeping out of the warm cocoon until she reached the scrap food, wolfing it down in the blink of an eye.

Lisa tore a bit more off and held it out, palm first, and Winona slowly moved closer, taking a few steps then stopping, watching the Spartan all the while, until she was barely three feet from the armoured soldier.

She edged closer, reaching her snout out to the food, then snatched it out of Lisa's hands, leaving behind a few crumbs that were just as quickly licked up.

From his spot, Shining Armour let out a small laugh as the working dog hovered, licking her lips, eyes switching between the MRE and Lisa's face, tail now starting to wag.

'Finally, someone who appreciates the UNSC's cooking,' Lisa said as she started feeding Winona more and more of the meatloaf, each bit bringing her closer and closer until she was sat right next to the Spartan, paw on her arm as if to demand more, then let out a happy bark as Lisa tossed the remaining packet onto the floor.

Winona dove for it, paws trapping the majority of the food while her mouth tore at the wrapper, revealing more of the meatloaf, tail wagging full force.

She finished it off and licked the wrapper clean, barking again, then came over to Lisa and licked the side of her face before returning to Big Macintosh, wriggling back under the blanket so she was lying next to Apple Bloom, licked her lips one last time, then went back to sleep.

Big Macintosh stirred, opening his eyes, but fell still after a few moments and they closed.

Shining Armour laughed again when Winona belched and said, 'Guess I was wrong about you.'

'Wrong how?' Lisa asked as she slipped her gloves and helmet back on, taking a second to wipe the slobber off.

'You're not as heartless as I thought,' he said.

'I have my moments,' Lisa said.

The stallion nodded and smiled, only for it to falter when he risked a glance at his sister as she lay next to him.

'You did it to help her, didn't you?' he said after a quiet moment. 'You did what you did to help Twilight.'

It was Lisa's turn to nod. 'Yes.'

They lapsed back into silence, both staring into the fire as it burned and crackled, and occasionally throwing sparks and embers up into the cold night air.

'Thanks,' Shining Armour said a while later. 'You know, for everything you've done for us. Rescuing Twilli, Cadance, what you did back in Ponyville. Thanks.'

'It's fine,' Lisa said, waving him off. 'I was just doing my job.'

'I know,' Shining Armour said. 'I know.' He paused a moment. 'Sorry.'

'For what?'

'Being so hard on you. I-I was just- with everything that's happened, I haven't known what to say or do.' He sighed. 'Guess I used you as a way to vent it.'

Lisa waved it away. 'Don't worry about it. I'm old enough and ugly enough to take a few weeks of silent treatment.'

Shining Armour laughed softly and Lisa smirked, shaking her head, and both looked off into the distance at the sound of thunder.

'Think it'll come this way?' Lisa asked.

'Doubt it,' Shining Armour said. 'This part of Equestria, it doesn't rain unless the Weather Team makes it. That's probably coming from the Everfree Forest. It'd disperse before it reaches us.'

'Okay,' Lisa said, picking up the discarded MRE wrapper and throwing it onto the fire.

There was a brief lull before the wrapper caught fire, momentarily burning brightly enough to make her eyes throb, then died down as everything flammable was used up, leaving behind a charred mess.

She glanced at Shining Armour as he yawned and said, 'Get some sleep. I can take the first watch.'

He yawned again and nodded.

'If you're sure, Chief,' he said.

Lisa nodded again, prompting Shining Armour to lay his head down and close his eyes. Within minutes he was fast asleep, gently snoring as the fire continued to crackle and pop.

Next to him, Twilight Sparkle had lain her head down and was sleeping too, chest rising and falling ever so slightly.

The Spartan threw some more wood onto the fire and settled back for a long night.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** edge of White Tail Woods. 0206 Hours, April 11, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Something was nudging Lisa's foot as she slept, breaking through the haze of her dream and kicking into action her training and experiences, and she snapped awake, hand on her pistol, to see the blurry outline of Twilight Sparkle standing in front of her.

Lisa blinked, bringing the Alicorn into focus, and did a quick check of her surroundings.

There were no screams of terror coming from anyone, no reports of gunfire, no jet turbines.

Just the silence she had come to associate with the forest and the crackle of half a dozen or so fires.

She glanced at her fire and saw it needed stoking up again, but failed to see any kind of danger.

Twilight poked her foot again and Lisa refocused her attention on the pony, sitting up.

'Ma'am?' she said. 'Is something wrong?'

The princess said nothing for a long while, mutely staring at Lisa, but when she opened her mouth Twilight said two words that Lisa hadn't been expecting.

'Kill me.'
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Chapter Thirty-One

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** edge of White Tail Woods. 0207 Hours, April 11, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

'Kill me.'

Lisa stared at the pony as Twilight Sparkle stared back at the Spartan, one side trying to process the request and the other waiting for a response.

'Kill me,' Twilight said again.

'Ma'am?' Lisa said, blinking a few times to make doubly sure she was fully awake and not having a dream.

The Alicorn didn't waver, or vanish, or contort into some sort of monster that was an amalgamation of several different beasts. She remained a purple pony, a vibrant pink streak flowing through an unkempt mane that was in desperate need of a good wash and comb, stood before her.

'Kill me,' Twilight said for a third time, her tone never wavering. It was flat, emotionless, and succinct. 'I want you to kill me.'

Lisa shook her head, partly to clear it and partly to deny Twilight's request.

'I'm not going to kill you,' she said.

'You promised.' Twilight sat down. 'You promised, if I ever failed as a princess, that you wouldn't hesitate to kill me. Now I want you to keep your promise. Kill me.'

'No,' Lisa said. She took her hand away from her pistol, away from all her weapons, and let it hang limply by her side. 'I won't.'

'You _promised.'_

'Ma'am, I only said it to make you work with Stable and Ink Blot. My orders, from my commander and Princess Celestia, are to protect Equestria to the best of my abilities. Killing one of its rulers in cold blood runs contrary to both orders.

'What I said was a ruse, a lie, and it worked. You cooperated with both doctors, you were recovering, you were getting better.'

Twilight's expression didn't change, not one iota. It remained neutral, passive, and distant, like Lisa's refusal wasn't bothering her at all. It was as though someone had replaced her with a robot.

'And now I'm not,' she responded. 'Three of my best friends are dead, my parents, Cadance, Celestia. Even Ponyville, my home. They're all gone. I don't want to go on, or get better. I want to die.'

For the briefest of moments, her face showed some brief level of emotion in the small form of a tear that was quickly blinked away.

'I want to die.'

Lisa said nothing. She just looked at Twilight as she stood before her.

Her whole body was almost buried beneath bandages, inexpertly applied but doing their job of covering up the princess's wounds and keeping them safe while they healed, and one leg was barely touching floor, the result of a particularly nasty piece of shrapnel that had lodged itself in Twilight's hoof before the nurse had removed and bandaged it, but what drew the Spartan's attention the most was Twilight's eyes.

Before, there had been a spark of something in them, seemingly indefatigable and ready to face whatever life in Equestria might throw her way. Even during their confrontation outside Ponyville beneath the tree, when Lisa had held her pistol to Twilight's head, there had been a faint glimmer.

Now there was nothing but a smouldering ember, barely perceptible in the darkness, and it looked ready to go out completely.

'Please, Chief. I want to die.'

'No,' Lisa said again. 'If you really wanted to die, you would have done so already.' She gestured at Twilight's boy. 'Look at you. You're covered in wounds, some of them deep, and I'm sure that you lost quite a bit of blood from them before they could put bandages on. If you really wanted to die, your body would have just given up before then. I'm sure a lot of ponies did so once the attack was over. So why didn't you?'

It was Twilight's turn to say nothing, face neutral, but her eye did flicker to one of the dressings on her leg.

'And afterwards, when the dust had settled, why not kill yourself then? More than a few others did.' Lisa jerked her thumb in the vague direction of Ponyville's ruins. 'Not all the fatalities of the attack were caused by the Innies. Some of the dead took their own lives. So why, if you're so desperate to join them, didn't you find a way?'

Twilight remained silent, her eyes now flicking to the pistol on Lisa's thigh, and to the combat knife tucked away in its sheath on her chest.

'You don't want to die,' Lisa said gently.

'I do,' Twilight whispered. 'I want to die. I-I want to... to... I-'

She broke off, voice wavering, and looked away.

'There's hardly anypony left,' Twilight said after a long silent minute as tears began flowing from her eyes. 'First Spike, then Celestia, Cadance, the girls... I don't have anypony left.'

'You have your brother,' Lisa said, gaze swivelling to the stallion as he slept next to the fire. 'He's still here, and he's lost just as much as you. I don't think he could handle losing his sister, his only remaining family.'

The Spartan briefly looked at Fluttershy as she slept beneath the blanket with Big Mac and Apple Bloom, Winona nestled next to the little filly, and to the fire Pinkie Pie was camped out next to, one that was well away from Lisa and the presence of the unseen M30.

'And what about your friends?' Lisa asked. 'They've gone through almost as much as you and they've not killed themselves.'

'Fluttershy has Big Macintosh,' Twilight said.

'But Pinkie doesn't,' Lisa countered. 'She's all alone, lost her best friend and partner, and has pretty much isolated herself from everyone else. If I were to have guessed which of you would have killed yourself, it would have been her.'

Twilight said nothing.

'You don't want to die,' Lisa said for the second time. 'Part of you may do, yes, but it's only a small part that's making a whole lot of noise. Don't listen to it.'

Twilight said nothing and Lisa sighed inside her helmet, shaking her head slightly.

'What would they say?' she asked. 'What would everyone you've lost say to you right now? Would they say give up? Or would they say keep going?'

In the low light, Twilight's mouth opened a slight fraction and a small bit of noise came out that was almost drowned out by the crackle of the nearby fire, but it was loud enough for Lisa's armour to pick up and amplify.

'Keep going.'

'And if your positions were reversed, if you had been killed and they were still alive, would you tell Applejack, Rarity, or Rainbow Dash to carry through with it if they were thinking about ending it all?'

'No,' Twilight whispered as her tears increased. 'No.'

'Would you want Shining Armour to wake up to find his only family left dead? To place all extra grief on him after losing his wife and child? His parents? _Your _parents?'

'No,' Twilight said as her whole frame began to shake and shiver, her tears turning into a flood that steadily streamed down her face and onto the forest floor.

She remained like that for a long while, silently sobbing, then quickly but quietly hobbled over to Shining Armour, nudging the stallion awake like she had done with Lisa, then, when he finally opened his eyes and looked, barely gave him a chance to react, wrapping the unicorn in a tight embrace and crying into his mane.

Shining Armour's first reaction was of shock before it was swiftly replaced with concern and he placed a hoof around Twilight, holding her as she wept.

'What's wrong?' he whispered, using his free hoof to gently stroke Twilight's head as she cried. 'Twilli, what's wrong? A-Are you okay?'

When she didn't respond, Shining Armour looked to Lisa for answers.

'Twilight wanted me to kill her,' the Spartan said. 'I told her no and helped her realise she still wanted to live.'

For a long second, Shining Armour's face registered only shock.

'She wanted you to _kill her_?' he said in a whisper.

Lisa nodded. 'She didn't feel like she could cope with all the loss. I refused and then reminded her she still had you and two of her friends, and to ask herself what they and your parents, Cadance, and Princess Celestia would have said if they could see her now.' She gestured at Twilight as she clung to her brother. 'I think it worked.'

Twilight continued to cry, her wailing rousing Big Macintosh and Fluttershy, Winona too, and the three looked in her direction.

'What's wrong?' Fluttershy asked. 'Why is Twilight crying?'

'She...' Shining Armour began to say before trailing off, thinking how best to explain what Lisa had told him but couldn't come up with anything. Instead, he just said, 'She's had a long couple of days. I think Twilli's just letting off some steam. Don't worry. She's fine.'

The Pegasus went oh then hesitated, as though torn between staying in the warmth of leaving it to help console her friend.

Eventually, compassion overruled physical comfort and Fluttershy worked her way free of the blanket and walked over to Twilight, guided by Winona who would nudge the blind pony one way or the other if she went off track, until reaching her friend and placing her own hoof around her shoulders.

Lisa watched the trio for a brief second then placed a few more logs on the fire, stoking it back up, before lying back down on the ground as Twilight's cries became quieter and quieter, the presence of her brother and friend calming the princess down.

Within thirty seconds of putting her head down, Lisa was back asleep.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** city of Vanhoover, Greater Vanhoover Hospital. 1647 Hours, April 17, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The caravan of ponies and their lone Spartan escort made it to Vanhoover with little difficulty barring a detour to avoid the irradiated zone surrounding Trottingham, all of the evacuees letting out sighs of relief upon seeing the intact city on the horizon.

A mob of ponies had come out to meet them, bearing all manner of food and drink for the weary travellers, and several dozen doctors and nurses had fought their way through them all to see to the wounded, guiding them to the nearest hospital.

Once inside, they had been whisked to whatever beds were available to have their wounds looked at and treated properly.

Lisa had followed them in, ignoring the stares from everyone not from Ponyville, staying close to Luna and Twilight as they had their bandages removed, their wounds examined and cleaned, fresh dressings put into place, and were started on a course of antibiotics.

That had been two days ago, and the more healthy among the Ponyville survivors had been discharged and given accommodation within the city while those with more serious injuries or, like Twilight, were in need of psychological counselling were still in the hospital.

Outside, the streets were packed with bodies as ponies from Cloudsdale, Los Pegasus, and a slew of smaller towns and villages arrived, drawn here after Luna had sent out messengers calling for any fit and able bodied ponies to report for recruitment into the Equestrian Militia.

Already they had nearly six hundred ponies from Vanhoover alone, and that number continued to rise as more and more ponies arrived and signed up, and while Lisa would have liked to keep all the budding recruits in Vanhoover to repel any attacks that might come their way, she knew at least two thirds would have to be sent to defend Cloudsdale and Los Pegasus.

There was no way they could call for the inhabitants of both cities to evacuate and come to Vanhoover, there wasn't anywhere near enough space, so the militia would have to go to them instead.

Shining Armour and some of the surviving members of the initial Equestrian Militia were already training the recruits they had gotten, identifying the individual ponies that were either suited for command, or not suited for service at all, and dealing with them appropriately.

Lisa wanted to be with them, helping train the mass of raw recruits into a fighting force, but was instead sticking close to Luna and Twilight.

The Innies had at least ten more Pelicans lying around, a willingness to use them, and were no doubt still gunning for the remaining rulers of Equestria.

If, or more likely when, they came to finish the job off, both Alicorns would need protecting in case ground forces were deployed, something Lisa couldn't trust the Equestrian Militia to do if the attackers wielded assault rifles.

So, she set herself up in a spare room near the princesses and waited for the inevitable moment when the Insurrection forces launched a full scale assault on the city.

The doctors and nurses were nervous about her simply wandering the halls as and when she saw fit, doubly so upon hearing from the survivors what Lisa did and what she had done since coming to Equestria, and would quickly avert their eyes when the Spartan approached, or finish their task and leave the room.

It didn't bother her, and was a welcome change from the animosity that had marked her final days in Ponyville.

She stopped in the hospital's cafe and spotted Luna sitting at one table with a doctor and, surprisingly, Shining Armour, all of them talking and drinking coffee.

Lisa detoured to the counter and made herself a coffee, strong and black, then walked over to the table.

The doctor looked up and went a little pale at the sight of her but Shining Armour nodded and used his magic to levitate a box for Lisa to sit on.

She nudged it into position then gently eased her bulk onto the wooden construction, heard it creak and groan in protest, and placed her cup onto the table, removing her helmet off and putting it next to the steaming beverage.

'Chief,' Shining Armour said once she was settled.

'Sir,' she responded. 'How are things with the militia?'

'Fine,' the stallion said. 'We've sorted them out into platoons and squads, and we're going to start on using swords tomorrow morning. I'll give you a shout if we need some help.'

Lisa nodded, noticing the doctor was staring at her with a small amount of fascination.

'What?' she said.

'Hmm?' the doctor, a Pegasus, said. 'Oh, nothing. It's just, from how everypony described what you've done, I half expected to see some kind of machine beneath all that metal. To see a living being instead is a bit of a surprise.'

Lisa nodded again, recalling her encounter with Chrysalis and her assumption. 'You're not the only one to think that.'

She got a sheepish grin by way of a reply.

'How is everyone?' Lisa asked after taking a sip of coffee. It was a little too sweet for her liking, and a little old, but it was drinkable. 'Are they coping okay?'

'As well as they can, Chief,' Luna said. 'It's actually what we were discussing.'

'Well, Princess Twilight, to be specific,' the Pegasus said before holding his hoof out. 'Meadow Breeze, by the way.'

'Chief Petty Officer SPARTAN-A196,' Lisa said as she shook his hoof. 'Why are you talking about Twilight?'

'It's about what she asked you to do, I'm afraid,' Meadow said. 'Asking to be killed is not something we would look on as healthy behaviour, and I'm concerned that she may, in future, try something like it again.'

'Okay,' Lisa said. 'Have you put her under observation in case she does try something?'

'We have, yes,' Meadow said. 'But our main problem isn't with Twilight herself, it's not knowing how to properly treat her. Traumatic loss to the degree she's experienced is nearly unheard of in Equestria and we're not really trained to deal with such a level of mental and emotional anguish. One wrong step, even made with the best of intentions, could cause further harm.'

'We were actually hoping to speak with you about it, Spartan,' Luna said, her head turning Lisa's way. 'Given everything you went through, the loss of your home and family, you were once in Twilight Sparkle's position. We believe you might be able to offer some insight into treating her.'

Lisa stared at each of the ponies in turn.

'You realise I signed up to carry out suicide missions, right?' she said. 'I don't think that's far off what Twilight's going through at the moment.'

'Perhaps,' Meadow said. 'But still, you suffered tremendous loss. While your coping mechanism may not be applicable in this situation, maybe we could glean a more suitable method if we broke it down and generalised it.'

Lisa stared at Meadow Breeze.

'Come again?'

'Generalise it,' the pony said again. 'You know, like with a story. They all have a beginning, middle, and end. In your case, the beginning was the loss of your home and family. The middle was your signing up to become a Spartan. And the end was becoming what you are now. A squared away and stable individual.'

'Stable,' Lisa said. 'Right.'

'More or less,' Meadow said with another sheepish grin. 'But my point is, Twilight's story, so to speak, is similar to yours. Her beginning has the loss of loved ones and the two places she once called home. The only problem...'

'Is you don't know what the middle is,' Lisa said. 'Or the ending.'

Meadow nodded grimly. 'The middle is the treatment, and the treatment is eluding us. Without it, we can't have a happy ending.'

'I don't know how much help I'd be, then,' Lisa said as she had another mouthful of her quickly cooling coffee. 'My expertise isn't psychology, or treating mental trauma. It's inflicting it on enemy combatants.'

The ponies grimaced.

'Perhaps another generalisation is in order, then?' Luna said. 'You said your middle, your coping mechanism, was to become a Spartan, yes?'

'Yes,' Lisa said.

'How long did it take to become a Spartan?'

'About five or so years,' Lisa said, thinking back.

'And during this training, were you as focused as you were now? Or were you quick to lash out, emotions on your sleeve?'

Lisa thought back again.

'A bit of both,' she said. 'I was the latter to begin with, then as time wore on I became the former. The training gave me a sense of duty to the UNSC and Humanity, and my desire to see the Covenant burn for what they did died down but not completely. If anything, it comes back in full force if I face those alien bastards in combat.'

Meadow Breeze hummed in thought again then produced a notebook and pencil from his scrubs, scribbling away at the dog eared item as though inspiration had struck.

'So you might say, in general, that the training gave you another purpose?' he said, speaking past the pencil clutched in his mouth as he wrote, head bobbing and weaving as the individual letters were marked down. 'A reason to go on?'

'I guess,' Lisa said with a shrug.

'And from your time with Twilight Sparkle after returning from the Griffin Kingdom, was there any particular subject she seemed to lament more than others?'

'Missing out on being with Big Macintosh,' Lisa said. 'It was her main gripe other than losing Spike, and when she asked me to kill her one of the reasons she gave me was that she didn't have anyone left.'

'Uh huh,' Meadow muttered under his breath, writing all of what Lisa was saying down. 'A sense of isolation, of being alone, are primary concerns.' He glanced at Lisa. 'Anything else?'

'Not really,' she said with a shrug. 'She seemed pretty upset at finding out Big Mac was in a relationship with Fluttershy and actively tried to hurt one or the other, as well as running off after hearing they were getting married.'

'And when did she reveal to you all her infatuation with Big Macintosh?'

'After we got back from the Griffin Kingdom. She saw him come over, ran over and kissed him, then said I love you before passing out.'

'This was after she lost Spike, wasn't it?'

Lisa nodded.

'Ah, so a crush she may have had on him could have increased to some kind of misguided need for consolation and comfort following such a traumatic event.'

'You say so, doc,' Lisa said.

Meadow Breeze hummed again.

'I think I can make a somewhat educated guess as to why the princess is feeling like she's isolated,' he said.

'That being?' Shining Armour asked.

'Well, considering her actions after returning from the Griffin Kingdom and subsequent behaviour regarding Big Macintosh, it's highly likely Twilight Sparkle internalised the stallion as a kind of anchor due to her loss of Spike causing her mind to seek comfort that would come more from a significant other than, say, a close friend or a relative.'

'That's kind of flimsy,' Shining Armour said.

'My forte is not psychology,' Meadow Breeze said back as Lisa drained her coffee and got up to get another. 'I've only had rudimentary training in the field and right now, that's all this hospital has until we can get specialists in from Los Pegasus and Cloudsdale. I'm only basing my conclusions on what I know and what I was taught.'

'So how do you suggest we treat the princess?' Lisa asked as she sat down, wooden box creaking under her weight yet again.

'We give her what she wants.'

'Right,' Lisa said as she took a preliminary sip of her drink. It was still just as sweet but fresher, and hotter, and slightly more drinkable as a result. 'So to treat her, we have to ask Big Macintosh to leave his wife, who he seems to love dearly enough to marry, and get him to become romantically involved with a mare who he never showed any interest in before and, I might add, tried to hurt him _and _Fluttershy as they slept.'

Shining Armour glowered at the Spartan with enough intensity to shatter solid rock. Even Meadow Breeze and Luna had less than amused expressions on their faces.

Lisa shrugged.

'I'm just saying,' she said. 'If Twilight wants Big Mac, then you're going to have to contend with his marriage and her actions back in Ponyville. Not exactly giving him a good reason to leave Fluttershy.'

'No, not Big Macintosh,' Meadow Breeze said slowly. 'What I meant was, we show her compassion that comes from a significant other, such as a coltfriend.'

'And where do you suggest we look for one?' Luna asked. 'I can't imagine finding a pony in all of Vanhoover who's willing to help and become Twilight Sparkle's friend will be easy. It might be just as difficult as the Chief said to convince Big Macintosh to leave Fluttershy and spend time with Twilight Sparkle.'

'Maybe he's into bigamy,' Lisa said. 'That could solve a lot of problems.'

She raised her cup to her lips right as the box she was sat on let out a long, continuous, and ominous groan, and the Spartan barely had time to react before it finally collapsed under weight and sent her sprawling to the floor.

Her coffee went flying as well, almost all of it heading towards her face, and Lisa barely had enough time to squeeze her eyes shut as the piping hot liquid collided with her bare flesh, burning it.

She grimaced at the heat and pain as her body came to an abrupt halt amid splinters of wood and broken china as her cup touched down on the hard floor, shattering.

The cafe went silent before bursting into noise again, all the medical staff rushing to Lisa's side to make sure she was okay.

'I'm fine,' Lisa said, sitting up and wiping her face with a gloved hand while the other waved off the doctors and nurses. 'I've been burned by hotter.'

She cleaned both eyes out then opened them, slowly, and brought the world back into focus.

'You okay?' Meadow Breeze asked as he crouched next to her.

'Yes,' Lisa said. Her face smarted from where the coffee had hit it and the back of her head throbbed a bit, right where it had connected with the floor, but overall she was fine. 'Nothing I haven't felt before.'

'Your face is a bit red,' Meadow said as he helped Lisa up. 'And considering that was a freshly brewed cup of coffee, I'd be worried about burns.'

Lisa looked down at the pony, cocking an eyebrow.

'Doc, I've been shot at by plasma that's over three thousand degrees Celsius. A face full of coffee at barely a thirtieth of that is nothing.'

The pony's brow furrowed into a frown but he nodded.

'If you're sure,' he said.

'I'm sure,' Lisa said. She grabbed a napkin and used it to wash her face more thoroughly, disposing of it in a nearby bin as her face started to throb but she banished the discomfort from her mind, kneeling at the table as two orderlies swept away the debris of her broken chair.

'So, Twilli,' Shining Armour said, resuming their previous conversation before Lisa had gone flying. 'What are we going to do?'

'Find somepony who would be willing to spend time with and develop some kind of relationship with her,' Meadow Breeze said. 'I don't know how hard a task it would be, but-'

He was interrupted at that moment as another Pegasus came over, coat somewhere between dark tan and desert earth with a mane that was smoky grey, a timid look on his face. The pony shuffled up to their table and just hovered, mouth opening and closing minutely, as his gaze swivelled over everyone gathered.

'Yes?' Meadow Breeze asked. 'Can I help you?'

The Pegasus opened his mouth again, trying to form words, but his cheeks took on a faint shade of red.

Lisa stared at the pony as he tried to make his mouth work, eyes flickering to his flank where his cutie mark was.

It looked like a shield from a child's cartoon, two swooping sides with two smaller divots at the top to create three tips, coloured silver, and had three stars on the body of the shield arranged in a loose triangle, two stars on the left and one on the right, while overlaying it all were two spears that crossed each other.

Overall, the pony's cutie mark looked vaguely heroic, at odds with his timid and silent demeanour as he worked up the courage to say something.

'I-I w-want to-to help...' he said with a stammer, looking like he was literally forcing the words out f his mouth. 'I want to h-help h-'

He stopped and swallowed, grimaced, and looked down at his hooves, muttering something under his breath too quiet for anyone to hear.

'Help who?' Luna pressed.

'Twilight,' the newcomer mumbled.

'Who?' Luna said.

'Twilight,' the Pegasus said a little louder and clearer. 'I want to help-'

He clammed up again, cheeks going full crimson, and he cringed, looking back down at the floor.

Lisa looked at the pony for a second then turned to Meadow Breeze.

'Well that was a hard task.'
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'It's almost too good to be true,' Shining Armour said to Lisa as they followed Meadow Breeze and the nervous Pegasus, called Aegis, through the hospital to Twilight's private room. 'We'd barely finalised a plan to treat Twilli and he shows up.'

'Be thankful he showed up,' Lisa said. 'Who knows how long it would have taken for us to find a pony willing to try and comfort your sister. This way, her treatment can start immediately.'

Shining Armour huffed. 'I still don't like how quickly he showed up.'

'You don't have to like it,' Lisa said. 'But if he does do anything bad to Twilight, or take advantage of her, you can always beat the ever loving crap out of him like a responsible big brother should.'

This got a wry chuckle from the stallion.

'Yeah,' he said. 'I think I might do that.'

The quartet took a flight of stairs up one level then hung a left, coming out onto the ward Twilight was on.

'You believe his story?' Shining Armour asked.

'What, that he has a crush on Twilight?' Lisa asked back.

'Yeah.'

'No idea. He seemed nervous about offering his services. Maybe the fact it meant being close to her for long periods of time got him a little rattled.'

Earlier, before Meadow Breeze could begin giving Aegis instructions on how to potentially go about building a relationship of any kind with Twilight, Shining Armour had corralled the pony and all but interrogated him, Lisa standing behind him.

Between her imposing appearance and Shining Armour's gruff demeanour, Aegis had, between stammers that were brought on by bouts of nervousness, answered all questions asked of him.

He had been living in Baltimare when the order to evacuate was given, moving with his family to Vanhoover and getting settled in the rapidly burgeoning city where he worked as a table cleaner in the Greater Vanhoover Hospital, a position he'd held for four months despite aspirations of becoming a Royal Guard, though those hopes had been dashed with the destruction of Canterlot.

When pressed about why he was volunteering, Aegis had revealed to Shining Armour and Lisa he had held a small crush on the princess for some time now, starting with seeing her during the Hearth's Warming Eve play, and it had continued to grow as he heard more and more about her actions to protect Equestria and eventual ascension to becoming an Alicorn.

Hearing Meadow Breeze speak about somehow showing Twilight comfort had been both a coincidence and dream come true.

It had then taken him a long while to overcome his nervous disposition and approach the table, and taken even more willpower to overcome a growing sense of embarrassment and unease to state his intention to help.

Shining Armour had been slightly sceptical about it all but deemed Aegis okay to try and help his sister, leaving Meadow Breeze to pass on whatever advice he had to give.

When they finally reached the door of Twilight's room, all four paused before it.

'Okay, Aegis,' Shining Armour said, pulling the nervous Pegasus aside. 'Now I know you volunteered to help my sister, and I'm thankful for it, but if you do anything that upsets her, and I mean anything, or you take advantage of her, I will make you regret it. Understand?'

Aegis nodded quickly, mouth clamped shut.

'And if you do do something, and Twilli gets upset, don't you dare think about running.' He nodded his head at Lisa. 'You see her there, the Chief? She'll make it her mission to find you and bring you back to me if you run.'

Aegis nodded again, head a blur, so Shining Armour patted him on the shoulder.

'Great,' he said before stepping back to let Meadow Breeze offer some last minute advice.

'C-Can I ha-have a noteb-b-book or something?' Aegis asked once the doctor was done. 'I might s-stop talking when in there with Twi- with Twi- with her.'

His mouth clamped shut again and his cheeks turned deep red.

Meadow Breeze nodded and trotted over to a nearby nurse's station, returning with the requested notebook and a pencil, passing them over to Aegis who meekly accepted them then, with a deep breath, approached Twilight's room with hesitant steps.

He took one final calming breath that seemed to do nothing, placed a trembling hoof on the door, and pushed it open.

Lisa caught a glimpse of Twilight as she lay on her bed, bags under her eyes that told the Spartan she wasn't sleeping well, and gave her a small wave.

Twilight nodded back but her attention was soon on her visitor, questions on her lips, and the door swung shut soon after, blocking her and Aegis from sight.

When it was closed, Shining Armour let out a breath he had been holding and said, 'That's one less thing to worry about now.'

'Yeah,' Lisa said. 'Now we can focus all our efforts on the imminently arriving Insurrectionist fleet and their griffin allies that are looking to displace Equestria as a power. They should be here any day now.'
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'I still don't trust him,' Shining Armour said.

Lisa glanced at the pony then went back to cleaning her battle rifle as she sat in the hospital's cafe, a lukewarm cup of coffee nearby.

'I hadn't noticed,' she said.

At the opposite end of the cafe were Twilight and Aegis, both ponies conversing quite happily with the occasional laugh from the Alicorn. More than a few times, Aegis would say something, the pair would look at Lisa and Shining Armour from across the room, then burst into a fit of giggles.

It had surprised the doctors how quickly Twilight's state of mind seemed to have reversed itself over the course of a few scant days, especially as her only treatment came from a near mute Pegasus with a timid disposition, and while Shining Armour was glad to see his little sister more upbeat than she had been in a long while, he wasn't quite ready to let himself be at ease.

Each time around lunch, when the militia was breaking from training for an hour, he had come up to the hospital to keep watch over Twilight, setting himself up next to Lisa as she did the same.

The stallion beside her gave Lisa a flat look and said, 'Can you have a sign that tells me when you're being serious or not? When you're being sarcastic sounds no different from when you're talking normally.'

'It's a gift,' she said. 'But I'll try to work on it.'

'Really?'

'No,' Lisa said.

Shining Armour sighed and shook his head, and across from him Aegis and Twilight laughed again.

'Why don't you trust him?' Lisa asked as she dismantled the trigger guard and began applying small droplets of oil to the moving pieces, taking care not to spill any onto the table.

'It was too convenient,' Shining Armour said. 'It's not like I'm not appreciative of what he's doing, but the timing was way too coincidental. He could be a spy for the griffins and the Innies, getting close to Twilli so he can let them know when's the best time to kidnap her.'

'Maybe,' the Spartan said. 'But I doubt it. Nobody can fake a stammer that badly, or turn that red on command without holding their breath. They'd have to be one hell of an actor to do so, and Aegis doesn't strike me as the type. His cutie mark is entirely wrong for it.'

'That's what you're basing this on?' Shining Armour said. 'His cutie mark?'

'Yes,' Lisa said. 'If he was an actor, it'd be something related to the theatre, wouldn't it? Not a shield and spears.'

'It could be painted on,' Shining Armour counted. 'The real one could be hidden underneath.'

'So go rub it and see if it smears.' Lisa gestured with her head at the far off pony. 'Or spill water on it.'

Shining Armour looked at the Spartan for a few seconds, thinking, before shaking his head.

'I'll trust your gut on this one,' he said. 'It got Cadance back for me. Maybe it'll get Twilli back too.'

Lisa nodded her head and took a quick sip of her coffee, grimacing at the sweetness, but swallowed it and replaced the cup as Fluttershy and Big Macintosh appeared, the hulking red stallion guiding the demure yellow mare through the maze of tables and ponies.

They certainly made for an interesting contrast. Big Macintosh was huge and loudly coloured, while Fluttershy was almost half his size and a third his weight with softer tones, but both were quiet and reserved.

'Hey, guys,' Shining Armour said when they arrived at their table. 'How are you?'

'Good, thank you,' Fluttershy said. 'Some wounds are still a little sore, but, we're alive.'

'And Apple Bloom?' Lisa asked, failing to spot the filly or Winona.

'Oh, hello, Chief,' the Pegasus said, head turning the Spartan's way. 'Apple Bloom's fine. She's playing with some of the other foals and Winona.

'Pinkie Pie?'

The mention of the pink Earth pony made Fluttershy's face fall a little, and her gaze drifted downwards too.

'Not good,' she said. 'The doctors say she's fine, all her wounds will heal with time and leave as few scars as possible, but Pinkie's still talking about him. She says she can sense him more, and somepony else.'

She hesitated, choosing her words, then said, 'Well, not somepony else but more humans. They're not like M30, they're more like followers. They follow his alterations, they follow him. Some even think he's really good at what he does.'

Another pause.

'And that some are, well...' Fluttershy trailed off.

'Some are... what?' Lisa pressed. 'If Pinkie can sense this guy more than before, he might be coming to Equestria. If he is, I need to know as much as I can about him to try and stop whatever it is he might have planned.'

'Some are a bit obsessed,' Fluttershy said. 'Some are obsessed with something M30 did a long time ago, something to do with feet that isn't around anymore and they want it back.'

'Okay,' Lisa said. 'Anything else?'

Fluttershy paused once more, though this time it was more like she was the bearer of bad news and didn't want to speak, but her eyes flitted to Shining Armour's general direction.

'What?' he said, catching the motion.

Fluttershy didn't speak.

'What?' Shining Armour said more urgently. 'What is it, what's wrong?'

'It's Twilight,' the Pegasus finally said. 'Pinkie says she can start to sense M30 around her, too. She says she can sense his influence around her now. I'm sorry.'

Shining Armour didn't respond. His attention was focused on his sister as she chatted to Aegis as though nothing were wrong.

Lisa took a look at his expression.

'Don't worry,' she said, clapping her hand on his shoulder. 'I've had M30 following me around for months now and nothing bad has happened. Maybe it's a good luck charm having an invisible human who makes alterations and has a connection to feet hovering over you.'

Shining Armour gave her a flat look.

'About fifty-fifty, this time,' Lisa said, making a so-so gesture. 'And no, I won't make a sign.'

The stallion sighed again and Lisa took her hand away, rebuilding her battle rifle with speed and precision, the clicks almost blurring into one long clack.

Finished, Lisa rested her rifle on the table and drained her remaining coffee in one long drink as Fluttershy and Big Macintosh moved off to get refreshments of their own, leaning back against the wall to survey the room.

It was filled with ponies of all types, some visitors of patients and some doctors and nurses on their lunch breaks, with a wide open floor plan that contained upwards of fifty tables. Above it was a glass roof that let the midday sun shine through, and those inside see the occasional cloud that drifted miles overhead.

The atmosphere was relaxed for the most part but had undertones of anxiety.

Ponyville's fate had been relayed through word of mouth, and the demise of Celestia and Cadance, as well as Manehatten's complete destruction and Baltimare's capture, and the growing need for militia recruits had further fuelled fears about the impending attack from the griffins and Insurrectionists but the belief that such a thing was weeks away, maybe as much as a month, helped balance out the stress and worry.

That balance was thoroughly and utterly smashed when a rock the size of a Warthog came flying through the cafe's glass roof, spraying shards of glass in every direction ad crushing the two dozen or so ponies unfortunate enough to be seated directly under the massive skylight.

Those that weren't flattened by the stone dove for cover, screaming, as slivers of glass arced through the air towards them.

Lisa was already scrabbling for her helmet even before the rock could touch the ground and had it in place by the time it bounced on the concrete floor, leaving behind bloody smears and squashed body parts, and continued rolling.

It smashed through a counter containing sweets and cakes, flattening the customers, and embedded itself in the wall behind it as more screams rose up, from within the cafe and from outside as well.

'What the buck?' Shining Armour shouted as Lisa snatched her battle rifle up. 'Where did that come from?'

'Trebuchet,' she said, clicking the safety off. 'Looks like we've got company.'

'Griffins?' Shining Armour said as doctors and nurses rushed from elsewhere in the hospital into the cafe to treat the wounded.

Worryingly, more than a few already had cuts and scrapes, or were hobbling to tend to whatever wounds there were in the cafe.

'Probably,' Lisa said. 'Unless the militia decided to move to the opposite side of town and train with trebuchets we don't have.'

The stallion didn't bother to comment on her response, or even glare at the Spartan, rushing to the other side of the cafe where Twilight and Aegis had been sat.

The rock had come down close to them, and with the chunks of glass being thrown out in all directions under the sun, he was probably worried.

Lisa let him go and ran off into the hospital, two stops in mind before heading outside to join the rapidly growing fray.

She paused briefly as a tremor shook the hospital, followed by renewed screams, and guessed it had been hit by another trebuchet shot, then set off again, stopping by her room to stock up on ammo.

She shrugged off her rucksack and took out everything but a few medical supplies, biofoam mostly, and replaced it all with magazines for her battle rifle and pistol, frag grenades and foaming explosives too, and ran for her next destination.
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The halls were packed with ponies.

Doctors running to the newest batch of wounded and dying, followed by nurses and orderlies, made up around a third of the total numbers but the rest were panicked visitors and ambulatory patients, unsure of what to do or where to go, simply running in what they thought was the safest direction.

It struck Lisa as a familiar scene, of her own panicked escape from home after the Covenant attacked, but she quickly banished the thought from her head as she arrived at her second destination, Luna's room.

The door was already open and the sole remaining Royal Guard was helping two doctors and twice as many nurses move Luna from her bed to her cart.

'What's happening?' the Royal Guard asked upon catching sight of Lisa as she battled her way through the throng of ponies.

'We're under attack,' she said. 'No idea what the enemy strength is but judging by the fact we've got rocks falling on our location, I'd say they've got some big trebuchets and catapults set up with our location zeroed. The griffins arrived sooner than I'd have liked them to.'

'Our situation, Spartan?' Luna asked.

'Precarious, ma'am,' Lisa said stepping into the room and out of the crowds. More familiar scenes entered her mind's eye, this time of the inside of a crowded and desperate Pelican, and she fought back a wave of dizziness. 'The militia is still undergoing training and none of the members have armour or weapons fit for war, just wooden stand ins, and our artillery section is non-existent.

'We won't be able to hold out for long like this. It'd only be a matter of time before the griffins, or the Insurrectionists, overwhelmed whatever defences we can scrape together and perform a total rout.'

'Your opinion of what to do?'

Lisa paused a moment, thinking.

She hadn't been in Vanhoover long enough to get an idea of the terrain, where the chokeholds were and what supplies were available to lock them down, or even begin to draw up a plan to defend the city.

All her ideas on how to successfully repel the enemy force with minimal casualties on the friendly side required armed and armoured troops with months of training, pre-arranged fallback positions and aerial support.

What she had was six hundred improperly trained and inexperienced troops who'd never even so much as gotten into a bloody brawl before to fend off an army of unknown strength and composition with no kind of support of any kind, while the invaders had access to Pelican dropships and missiles.

The only upshot that the Equestrian side had was that Luna's magic was interfering with any and all forms of radio communication, including radar to a limited degree. That was it.

'Evacuate, ma'am,' Lisa said. 'There's no way we can hold the enemy off. They have us outmanned, outgunned, and hold the tactical and strategic advantages. Vanhoover is all but exposed.'

From somewhere in the distance came a flurry of explosions, Lisa turning and drawing her battle rifle to face it on instinct, while the ponies bar Luna glanced the noise's way uncertainly.

'That's the Insurrectionists, isn't it?' Luna said quietly. 'They've come here to help eliminate us.'

'Yes, ma'am,' Lisa said.

'Is there nothing you can do, Chief?' the Alicorn asked her. 'Nothing at all?'

'Not much, no,' the Spartan said. 'There are going to be way too many troops out there for me to take head on with just one rifle. I can't be in ten places at once, and these guys are likely going to be coming through a hundred at the same time. I could probably lock down one street by myself. One.'

She looked out the room's window, seeing the far off ocean and Vanhoover's meagre port facilities, and the sporadic glimmer on the water's surface as the sun broke through a patchy cloud cover.

Some of the buildings Lisa could see were marred by gaping holes from trebuchets that had found their mark, and the hospital shook a few more times as it was struck again.

There had to be a way of tipping the scales of power back, if not into the Equestrian's favour, then at least alter them enough to make their job a lot more easier.

Her eyes were drawn to the clouds again and the sun hidden behind them.

'Lower the sun,' Lisa said. 'Lower the sun, take away their ability to see. That's help even things up a little.'

'Our forces need the light to see, Spartan,' Luna said. 'It would only serve to throw our own defences into disarray as well as theirs. Who knows how many would be caught in cases of friendly fire.'

'At this point, your defences consist of me and, probably, Shining Armour. He'll stay with his sister and I can see in the dark.' Lisa gestured at her matte grey armour. 'In the darkness, I'll be close to invisible. I could sneak behind their lines and wreak as much havoc as possible, tying the enemy up long enough to give you all a chance to escape.'

'But go where?' the Royal Guard asked, hoof tapping on the floor. 'We don't know where the enemy is camped out, which angles they've got covered, or where to go. Out to sea? We wouldn't last a week if we escaped without planning and stockpiling of food.'

'Then go north,' Lisa said. 'I think I saw some routes going that way towards the Frozen North in an atlas. You could escape up them and try to make it to the Crystal Empire.'

'You're talking about evacuating a city of nearly fifteen-thousand,' one of the doctors said with an incredulous tone. 'and sending them on a-a trek none of them have ever done before where they'll have to navigate their way through forests, mountains, and even an arctic wasteland!'

'Would you rather they stay behind and be killed, or captured?' Lisa countered. 'They stay, they'll have to deal with that lot.'

She jerked her thumb in what she hoped was the general direction the griffin front line.

'No,' Luna said, making everyone look at her. 'We will not evacuate.'

'You want to fight instead?' Lisa asked.

'Yes,' Luna said, holding her head high. 'We have retreated too often and never take the fight to them. That changes today. We stand, and fight.'

Lisa stared at the pony.

'You realise we only ever retreated because we didn't have any kind of standing army to counter threats, or because our location was too much to defend, right?' she said. 'You tell the militia to stand and fight, plenty of ponies are going to die.'

'Not the militia, no,' Luna said. 'By we, Spartan, I meant you and I. _We _shall take the fight to the griffins and the Insurrectionists, and hold them off long enough for the citizens of Vanhoover to escape.'

'Ma'am, you can't-' the Royal Guard began to object before Luna cut him off with a glare, as well as the doctor when he began to cite her current physical condition as being a hindrance to everyday activities to say nothing of combat.

They closed their mouths and backed off a step or two.

'Night Watch, begin spreading the word to go north to all you can, and tell them to pass the message on as well,' Luna ordered the Pegasus pony tasked with protecting her. 'Tell them to hide in the forests and mountains until it is safe to return.'

'Wha- when will we know it's safe to return, ma'am?' Night Watch asked.

'When the sun rises again,' Luna said though her voice had become deeper, taking on a lower register that was reminiscent of Solar Flare's encounter with both General Callahan and the Insurrectionists that had shot up the wedding.

She looked directly at the Spartan as her whole form began to waver and grow, what could only be described as shadows collecting and solidifying where Luna's legs had been, taking on her lost appendages resemblance.

'You wanted darkness, Chief,' Luna said. 'You shall have it. And all who stand before us shall know the wrath we bring. They must pay for all the lives they have taken, especially the life of my sister.'

There was a bright flash and a sharp crack, and when the light subsided a more menacing and demonic looking Luna was stood before everyone gathered, her shadow legs fully supporting her weight with no visible strain despite being translucent and giving off regular wisps of smoke that quickly dissipated.

The doctors and Night Watch took a few more steps back at seeing what could only have been Nightmare Moon, as did Lisa, but what made her involuntary back away from the Alicorn were her eyes.

They were made up of the same shadowy smoke that made up her legs, only full of malevolence and anger.

Outside, the light level quickly dropped to nothing as the moon was brought out to replace the sun.

Street lights came on automatically, offering some illumination, but Nightmare Moon's horn glowed with energy and a powerful blast erupted from the tip that passed through all present and the walls, and Lisa could see it carry on through the window where it swept across all the street lights.

Their bulbs exploded in a shower of sparks and glass as their circuitry or whatever powered them was overloaded and destroyed, letting darkness fall over everything once more.

She looked at Nightmare Moon as the Alicorn continued to stand in the centre of the room.

'You have what you need, Spartan,' Nightmare Moon said to Lisa. 'Now, go and become a scourge on the vermin who try to attack us. Make them regret ever coming to Equestria. Make them fear the night.'

Lisa nodded.

'Yes, ma'am.'
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Chapter Thirty-Three

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** city of Vanhoover, near griffin occupied area. 1547 Hours, April 22, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa crouched down low and steadied her battle rifle on a fallen chunk of masonry.

A few hundred metres down the road from her was a lance of griffins armed with assault rifles, methodically making their way towards her.

They were trained and alert, covering one another's blind spots as they walked at a deliberate pace, but not trained well enough.

She was more or less exposed, crouching behind a lump of rock barely half a metre tall at street level, but shrouded in shadows.

Nightmare Moon had made sure to make the moon be deep in shadow and had called up a thick and dense cloud cover that effectively, if not completely, blocked out whatever light may have made it from the stars beyond her control.

That tipped the scales back into the Equestrian's favour.

Lisa could see in the dark, Nightmare Moon controlled it.

The griffins could claim neither, relying on lanterns to light their way and the under mounted torches on their old MA5 assault rifles, and as such were easy pickings.

The lone Spartan waited for the lance to get that bit closer, switched her weapon from burst to single, and got to work.

She targeted the officer in charge of the team first, distinguished by his stylised uniform and self-assured swagger, and dispatched him with lethal efficiency.

He dropped amid a soft gurgle and spurt of blood, followed in short order by his second in command and the griffin carrying their lantern.

It smashed upon touching down on the hard street, going out, and left the remaining nine griffins in a darkened panic, the light from their torches splaying out everywhere in a vain hope to spot Lisa but she had caught them unaware, her rifle had a flash and sound suppressor built in, and they weren't trained well enough.

She pulled the trigger nine more times and killed the remaining soldiers with the same efficiency that had struck down their leader, then rose from her hiding place once the last body had fallen.

Total number of enemy combatants eliminated since the Battle for Vanhoover had begun: two-hundred-and-seventeen.

Total number of friendly combatants eliminated: twenty-nine.

Lisa nodded to herself, happy with that ratio, and headed to where the griffins now lay dead, picking through their supplies when she reached them.

They had been lightly armed, carrying ten spare magazines and three frag grenades each, and Lisa appropriated as much as she could stuff into a roughly hewn sack, slinging it over one shoulder while above her, the shadowy form of Nightmare Moon swooped in to attack another hapless patrol of griffins that had the misfortune of being seen by the monstrous Alicorn.

Screams echoed across the buildings of Vanhoover, signifying that yet more enemy soldiers had been removed as a threat, before stopping abruptly amid maniacal laughter.

While Lisa may have gotten over two-hundred kills in over two days, Nightmare Moon had nearly three times that, along with claiming a number of Pelicans that had shown up hoping to down her with missiles, only for the guided munitions to be caught and then flung back at them.

Each Pelican had briefly lit up the darkened city with a flaming ball of aviation fuel and shrapnel before winking out.

After losing seven of the craft, the Innies had wisely kept the rest away from the city.

Lisa pulled her sack of ammo and grenades higher on her shoulder and headed away from the edge of the occupied zone towards what passed for her base of operations within the city.

It was little more than an apartment block repurposed by the few Equestrian Militia members that had elected to remain in the city to serve as their command centre, giving them a place to treat the wounded and devise plans for repelling the invading army.

So far, their plan consisted of little more than daring and costly bombing runs on griffin trebuchets that did little more than kill three flights of Pegasi and slightly singe two of the wooden siege engines.

Nightmare Moon had swooped in to finish the job, leaving behind only scorch marks and faint shadows where the unlucky griffins had been atomised.

Lisa ducked under the low door frame and made her way to the room reserved for her, dumping half the MA5 magazines and the frag grenades on the bed before taking the remaining ammo to another room within the repurposed housing complex where two ponies, a unicorn and an Earth pony, were hard at work trying to create a harness that would allow the Equestria Militia to carry and use the assault rifles their Spartan ally had captured for them.

The two ponies made up what passed for a science division within the Equestrian Militia, though they hadn't yet produced a single working piece of equipment that could provide a meaningful advantage to the rank and file.

So far, the only part of the combat harness that worked perfectly was the harness itself and its ability to carry an assault rifle.

Everything else, from the means of pulling the trigger to the reloading mechanism to armouring the whole contraption without over encumbering the operator, was still a long way from becoming more than just vague plans, let alone a prototype.

Still, they were trying their best and Lisa dropped off her sack, stopping only long enough to break up a fight that was occurring between the two engineers before going to HIGHCOM's room, set up in the largest apartment.

Half a dozen ponies, all Vanhoover natives, were pouring over whatever maps they had of the city, marking down on them approximate positions of griffin emplacements and camps.

They were spread out in a rough semi-circle, pressing more than a mile into the city, holding all the main bridges and routes that led deeper into Vanhoover, but well away from the northern stretch of the port city.

Nightmare Moon had patrolled that part with a vengeance, obliterating whatever Insurrectionist and griffin forces that so much as twitched its way, and stayed there until all the evacuees had gotten far enough out of the city to be considered relatively safe.

Even after the evacuees were away and the Alicorn had returned to the front lines, no one had dared go up there and set up positions amid the desolated wrecks of Pelicans and Warthogs, or the carbonised skeletons that littered the area.

The whole place radiated malevolence and wrath.

Lisa stopped at the foot of the table, looking over the documents.

'Situation?' she asked.

'Bad,' the lead pony in charge said with a solemn shake of their head. 'The griffins have every route in and out covered, and almost complete control of the airspace surrounding the city.' He dragged his hoof along some invisible line half a mile from the edge of Vanhoover. 'Beyond here, they have machines that shoot anything that flies down. We can't send anypony past there without them being torn to shreds.'

'AA emplacements,' Lisa said rather than guessed.

The pony nodded. 'Missiles, bullets. You name it, it gets sent anypony's way if they try to fly out. There's no way we're getting supplies in that way.'

'What about by boat?' Lisa asked, tapping the nearest map to her that showed the docks.

'Pelicans,' another pony told her. 'They sail away, they come after them. A few ponies tried it during the evacuations, loaded up their ships with food and supplies and tried to make it to open water. They got maybe four or five miles out when some Pelicans came flying overhead, missed Nightmare Moon, and shredded the fleet with missiles. I'd wager the same thing would happen if we tried to get anything in or out.'

'So we're surrounded,' Lisa said. 'That simplifies things.'

'Yeah. Our modes of death are either being shot by the griffins, or starving to death when our food supplies run out.'

Lisa opened her mouth to respond but closed it when the bellowing rumble of dozens of thunderclaps cut through the air, accompanied by numerous flashes of lightning, that told everyone present Nightmare Moon was about to make an appearance.

They all fell silent as a set of doubles that led out onto a balcony were flung open and the Alicorn seemed to glide in, setting her hooves down on the carpeted floor. Her front two hooves made muffled thuds as they touched down but her shadowy hind ones made no noise at all, merely giving off those wisps of smoke that quickly dissipated within seconds.

Her shadow eyes surveyed everyone in the room, all but Lisa flinching under their sightless gaze, before coming to a rest on the Spartan.

'Chief,' Nightmare Moon said, causing a second round of flinching. 'Our enemies are pressing in from every direction, in greater numbers, but they are waning. I have not seen any new arrivals coming from the eastern coast of Equestria, by sea or by air. Nor have I sensed any of their ships in orbit above us. Victory is close.'

'There's still the Innie ships inbound, ma'am,' the Spartan said, following Nightmare Moon as she headed back to the balcony. 'There's no telling how many of those there are, and how many soldiers each one carries.'

Nightmare Moon huffed. 'Whatever their number will be of no consequence. Both you and I shall meet them, and destroy them.'

'Right,' Lisa said. 'The two of us against an entire army. Good plan.'

The pony turned and glared at her, ire in those ghostly eyes.

Lisa held her hands up.

'I'm just saying,' she said, putting her hands down. 'Yes, we've put a good dent in their numbers over the past few days but that was us going up against a few Innie troops and a lot of griffin fodder. I'm good, but, even Spartans think twice about taking on whole _armies _with limited support and supplies.'

'That is because you have never gone into battle with a being such as me, before,' Nightmare Moon said as they emerged out onto the balcony, looking out towards the griffin lines several miles distant. 'I need no support, no supplies. I merely need the enemy to be there. Whatever is brought before us, we will break it.'

'You say so, ma'am,' Lisa said but inwardly, questioned Nightmare Moon's sanity.

Yes, she had lain waste to far more soldiers and equipment than Lisa over the past few days but her attacks verged on suicidal, swooping down on the enemy at full speed and blasting them point blank with enough force to create an explosion that formed a mushroom cloud.

Had that been anyone else, Lisa was sure they would have died long ago.

She risked a quick look at Nightmare Moon's body, seeing dings and scuffs on the hardened plates adorning her chest and hooves, and more on her helmet.

Her body held more nicks and scratches, some large enough to have been made by the cannon on a Pelican.

The Innies could hurt the princess it would seem, but only luck was apparently keeping her from being banged up too severely. Luck that would no doubt run out once more Insurrectionist forces arrived and brought with them bigger guns, and bigger explosives.

Was Nightmare Moon, or more accurately Luna, disregarding her own safety to get some kind of revenge over all the deaths that had happened?

Judging by the scars and the state of her armour, Lisa guessed she might have been.

Before the Spartan could muse further, a pony approached from behind, nervously shuffling closer.

Both Lisa and Nightmare Moon rounded on him as one, seeing a parchment floating in front of the unicorn, and Lisa reached out to take it.

She unfurled and read it, surprised to see the message was in English.

'Well?' Nightmare Moon asked after a few moments of silence.

'They want to talk,' Lisa said as she curled the note back up. 'Face to face with you and me in one hour. Right on the edge of their territory.'

'A trap, perhaps?'

'Yes,' the Spartan said without hesitation. 'I know the place they want to meet. Wide open, plenty of cover for snipers and machine gunners. Perfect place to set and spring an ambush. They want to kill us.'

'Good,' Nightmare Moon said, using her magic to take the message from Lisa.

'Ma'am?' she said as the Alicorn began walking for the door.

'If they wish to kill us, they will send as many troops as possible to do it,' Nightmare Moon said as though it was a matter of fact. 'Which means we won't have far to go to find them to kill. They will be coming to us.'

Lisa took off after the pony.

'And the part where it's a trap, ma'am?' she said.

Nightmare Moon stopped, allowing the Spartan to catch up, then said once they were level, '_They _may have set the trap, Chief Petty Officer, but _we_ will make sure they are the ones caught in it when it goes off. None of them shall survive. None.'

With that, she set off again and Lisa sighed, confirmed her theory that Nightmare Moon may well be suicidal, and followed her through the apartment to the ground floor and its lavish entrance, leaving the Alicorn only to stock up on ammo.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** city of Vanhoover, near griffin occupied area. 1721 Hours, April 22, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa and Nightmare Moon walked warily down the street, scanning both sides of it for threats, but only saw empty buildings that loomed over them in the darkness.

Carts lay abandoned in the road and all manner of small personal items were spread between them, creating a painfully accurate picture of what Elysium City had looked like during its last days. There were even craters and burnt out vehicles courtesy of Nightmare Moon's rampages and Lisa's own jaunts behind enemy lines.

They side stepped what remained of a Pelican, its hull burnt black, and a skeleton of the only remaining crew member that had managed to crawl away.

A blast of energy from Nightmare Moon had made sure they didn't get far.

Neither Lisa nor Nightmare Moon commented on it. If anything, the Alicorn acted as though she hadn't seen it at all.

She simply stepped over the charred bones like she would a puddle or a patch of mud.

Lisa kept pace, gripping her rifle tightly, slowing slightly as they approached the meeting point.

It was, like she'd told the Alicorn, wide open with long clear lines of sight, and littered with debris from a battle fought between the griffins and Nightmare Moon.

Trebuchets, burnt and smashed, dominated the area with smaller chunks of Pelicans spread between them all.

Lisa even spied two Cobra self propelled artillery vehicles amongst the destruction, hulls charred and covered with masonry and timber, and wondered why the Innies had deployed them for use in battle, not to mention why they had them in the first place. Cobras were anti-vehicle and anti-fortification weapons platforms, capable of breaking through the thick armour on Wraiths with ease and disabling the joints on the monstrous Scarab's legs, but little use against infantry or aircraft.

It was a maddening misuse of materials to send them up against ponies armed with little more than swords and no trebuchets, and Nightmare Moon who rained destruction down from the skies.

The barrels of the twin 30mm cannons, nor the devastating 105mm main cannon, could be brought high enough to effectively engage air targets. A skilled operator might have been able to, if given enough of an elevation and distance, and correctly adjusted their aim to take into account target movement during shell flight time, take down a flying opponent.

But still, deploying not one but two of these machines in the attack on Vanhoover was bizarre, and made Lisa's brow furrow as she followed Nightmare Moon into the centre of the space, right into the kill zone.

'Ma'am, I'm not happy about this,' Lisa said as they stopped moving. 'We're completely exposed on all sides and there's no sign of the Innies or the griffins. If they wanted to talk, they would be here by now.'

'I am aware of this, Spartan,' Nightmare Moon said. 'And as I told you, we will be springing their trap but will not be the ones caught in it. They will.'

Lisa said nothing, gripping her rifle tighter as she scanned the area again.

Buildings lined the space on all sides, their windows smashed or thrown wide open, and chunks of rock and other debris created a low level warren that a clever soldier could use to move unobserved or simply lie in wait.

Her motion tracker was useless being so close to Nightmare Moon but her thermal sights still worked, so Lisa used those.

The facades of the buildings were cold, appearing blue on her HUD, almost at the ambient air temperature which, thanks to three whole days of zero sunlight, was near freezing. There was the occasional bright spot, usually from a boiler still connected to the mains and dutifully keeping itself topped off with warm water for its absent owners, but they were far and few between.

Both Cobras showed up clearly on her display, yellow along the main body but glowing brighter around the engine compartment, and the wheels.

Lisa stopped and rechecked her readouts.

If the Cobras had been knocked out of commission by Nightmare Moon, their thermal readings would be much lower. The engine block wouldn't be glowing like it was, and the wheels would be stone cold.

She zoomed in and killed her thermal sights, scanning the hull for damage.

There should have been blast damage, buckled plates from where Nightmare Moon had sent a beam of energy through the war machine, and a bulging around the centre where the blast had spread outwards and then upwards.

Lisa saw none of that, just two self propelled guns capable of firing ferrous slugs at hypersonic velocities covered in dust and dirt but otherwise intact.

'Ma'am,' the Spartan said, taking a step back as a chilling realisation struck her. 'Did you take out either of the two vehicles at our eleven o'clock and one o'clock?'

'No,' Nightmare Moon said. 'I thought you had, Spartan. You spoke of being here before, so I assumed you had disabled and destroyed them.'

Lisa took another step back.

'I didn't do that,' she said. 'I passed through this place, yes, but skirted along the edge. It's a sniper's dream so I never lingered. Those two things-' She gestured at the Cobras. '-were never here before.'

Nightmare Moon regarded the inert vehicles and said, 'Then they are part of this trap. No matter. Whole fleets of Pelicans have tried to kill me and-'

Light suddenly flood the area, a harsh and unforgiving white that caused Lisa to stagger back as through physically struck, and put both her and Nightmare Moon on a pedestal as dozens, if not hundreds, of Insurrectionists soldiers popped up from behind whatever cover they were using or stepped out from behind walls and took aim at the Spartan and the Alicorn.

Lisa blinked away the spots that danced in front of her vision and activated the step down filters in her suit, dimming the light back down until her eyes could fully recover, and brought her rifle up, aiming at the sources of light.

Beside her Nightmare Moon showed no sign of being disorientated by the sudden and incredible change in light level. If anything, her face was showing anticipation at finally confronting the forces that had killed her sister and destroyed her home.

'Finally!' Nightmare Moon shouted. 'You and I, Spartan, shall obliterate those who dare oppose us!'

'Wait-' Lisa began to say but was cut off again as nearly every Innie soldier present pulled out a rocket launcher and emptied both tubes at the duo, reloading and firing again until each soldier present had sent off three two-rocket salvos that screamed through the cold air.

Lisa ducked into what little cover there was, arms over her head in a futile attempt at protecting herself from the incoming HE warheads, but cautiously looked up when silence reigned supreme barring the harsh laughter coming from Nightmare Moon.

The Spartan rose to one knee, looking around in no small amount of shock to see all of the missiles sent their way hanging in midair, rocket engines still burning away until one after the other, they winked out.

She looked at Nightmare Moon, saw her horn aglow, and guessed the rest.

'Ha!' Nightmare Moon said as no follow up fourth salvo was launched. 'You foals, thinking you could stop me with these toys. Nopony can stop me. Nopony!'

Lisa stood up, rifle cradled in her arms, and took stock of the missiles that surrounded them. She counted nearly six hundred of them arranged in a semi-circle around her and Nightmare Moon four metres away, all their engines shut down after expending their fuel.

For some reason, that puzzled her. Something about the length of time between being fired and the fuel being used up. It was too short given how far they had managed to fly before Nightmare Moon had caught them.

She brought up her mission recorded and rewound the video until she got to the section where the engines had still been running, selecting one at random and timing the interval between launch and being shut down.

Lisa's frown deepened.

The time was barely a third of what was the norm for the types of missile launched, and closer inspection revealed the casings on all the missiles had been cut into, a small chunk replaced with a solid cross section, and then sealed up again.

Above everything, ten intact Pelicans appeared and launched a wave of Anvil-II missiles at her and Nightmare Moon which the Alicorn caught with her magic as well, meaning nearly one thousand high explosive devices were encircling the Spartan and the pony.

And as with the missiles from the handheld launchers, the Anvil-II's engines cut out prematurely.

In Lisa's mind, there was only one reason to modify a missile to use only part of its fuel up and that was to give it that extra bit of kick upon detonation.

That meant that the 908 missiles surrounding her and Nightmare Moon were that bit more volatile than usual, perhaps volatile enough to put the monstrous Alicorn down for good.

'Ditch the missiles,' Lisa said with a note of urgency as the two Cobras came alive, their cannons switching from the 30mm configuration to the 105mm mode as the hydraulic stabilisers came out to keep the machines in place while they fired their main cannons.

'Why?' Nightmare Moon said, oblivious to the threat that Lisa could see.

'Just ditch them!' Lisa yelled as the Cobras' turrets rotated to take aim at her and the missiles, their cannons beginning to light up as they built up a charge big enough to fire their shells. 'Those Cobras, _they're_ going to shoot the missiles that _you've_ caught and blow them up.'

There was a brief moment, barely a millisecond, where Nightmare Moon's eyes registered something other than anticipation as the scope of what Lisa had said was processed, understood, and then realised.

Once that moment was over, the missiles that had hung so silently in the air were jerked backwards, away from the human and the pony, back towards those that had fired them but the Pelicans and the soldiers vanished, ducking back into their covers or just flying away as fast as possible.

Then the Cobras fired.

Even with augmented reflexes, even with armour that boosted her reaction time, Lisa was still too slow to duck into cover or flatten herself on the ground so as to avoid most of the shrapnel that would soon be flying in every direction from the nine-hundred plus missiles.

The two hypersonic projectiles travelled the relatively small distance in less than a fraction of a blink of an eye, each colliding with one of the missiles and detonating it, and subsequently those around it in a massive chain reaction.

It began as a massive pressure wave that spread out so fast and hit with such brute force that Lisa found herself being thrown backwards before her brain could even register and react, followed soon after by a wall of subsonic slivers of shrapnel.

Some of them hit Lisa, of which a few broke through her armour's out layer and caused some damage to it and to her, but her whole body was engulfed by the final component of the explosion, the rapidly expanding ball of chemicals reacting in an exothermic manner, creating an abundance of heat and light, that overtook Lisa and Nightmare Moon and burned them both.

Lisa landed in a heap of smoking armour and pain, as did Nightmare Moon a scant second later though the pony's form was quickly obscured by more light as her body shifted and changed, growing smaller and smaller.

When the glow subsided, a smaller version of Luna was lying next to Lisa, covered in grievous wounds that began bleeding at an alarming rate, immobile as a keen whine started up in the Spartan's ears.

Lisa shook her head clear, noting her visor was cracked from left to right but functioning, and reached for her rifle as a throbbing pain from her midsection began to make itself known, jostling for prime position amongst the other injuries that came from being blasted by so much ordnance at such close proximity.

'Luna,' Lisa said groggily, crawling to the downed Alicorn. 'Talk to me. Luna? You there?'

She reached the princess after several painful seconds, shaking her shoulder.

That got a vague and pained response back, and the Alicorn began curling up into a ball.

Lisa reached for her rucksack and withdrew two canisters of biofoam. One for her, one for Luna.

She sorted herself out first, feeling the medical polymer fill her chest and gut and abate the pain, for now, then inserted the tip of the second can into one of Luna's many wounds, just like she had done back in Ponyville all those months ago.

Around them, Innie forces emerged from their hiding spots and made their way to the pair, assault rifles drawn instead of rocket launchers, and Lisa raised her own weapon one handed, firing at them.

They ducked, dove for cover, and returned fire as Lisa used her free hand to grab hold of Luna by the scruff of her neck and haul them both to the nearest defensible position, a crater at the base of a building some thirty metres away.

Both of them tumbled into the hole a few agonising minutes later, giving off sharp gasps of pain as they landed, but only Lisa returned to the lip, weapon at the ready and set to single shot.

Nearly a hundred Insurrectionist soldiers had fired missiles at her and now those same soldiers approached her position from all sides, ducking and weaving to throw off the Spartan's aim.

A few were already dead, killed by Lisa as she dragged Luna to safety, but there were enough still alive for her to consider this a lopsided situation.

But, Lisa was a Spartan and was trained to take on lopsided situations such as these, and would continue to do so until ordered to stand down or was unable to fight anymore.

She steadied her rifle on the lip of the crater and got to work.
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**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** city of Vanhoover, near griffin occupied area. 1745 Hours, April 22, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

The pain in her midsection began to grow slightly as Lisa continued putting down whatever hostile force appeared inside her kill zone, a forty meter semi-circle centred on her position inside the crater.

Already the corpses of two dozen Insurrectionist soldiers littered the zone, some killed by headshots and some killed by multiple shots to the torso, but despite this more came, hoping to try their luck at taking down the entrenched and wounded Spartan, and the wounded Alicorn that lay prone behind her, leaking blood at an alarming rate.

Rivulets of blood ran down Lisa's armour too, dark red stains against a dark grey background, mixed with the blue hydrostatic gel that had so often cushioned the Spartan's body from massive impacts.

There would have been more but the biofoam was holding, forming a temporary bandage, but it wouldn't last forever.

'Luna,' Lisa said, coughing slightly as she downed two more Innies. Griffins were showing up as well, assault rifles to claw, adding to the skirmish. 'Talk to me, Luna.'

The Alicorn groaned by way of response, seemingly unable to do little more than that and lie in a foetal position. Her body was badly mauled by shrapnel and fire, looking worse than it had back in Ponyville after being crushed by the tree and burned by the nuclear explosion.

Lisa knew that was only down to the presence of blood more than anything else, but was keenly aware that the shockwave given off by all the missiles would have undoubtedly done at least some internal damage.

'Princess, ma'am,' Lisa said. 'Speak.'

Luna groaned again and Lisa fired again, striking a griffin in the throat.

Their claws went to the wound, trying to stem the flow of blood, but the gesture was in vain and only dealt with one problem as their lungs began filling with blood, starting the process of suffocation.

Lisa didn't perform a mercy kill, saving the bullet for a more pressing target in the form of an Insurrectionist trooper wielding a shotgun, killing the woman before she could come within the minimal effective range of her chosen weapon.

Despite this, the Innies and the griffins kept up their assault and pushed ever closer to the Spartan.

Bullets pinged off the lip of the crater and her armour, others whizzed past her head to slam into the wall behind her, and grenades were thrown as well.

Lisa tensed each time one detonated close to her, the shockwave slamming into her.

Pieces of shrapnel were borne by it as well, pinging off the MJOLNIR's plates, but none of the grenades came close enough to be a worry.

The Spartan continued to fire her rifle, burning through each magazine in roughly thirty seconds, keenly aware her supply was around half depleted and that more targets were heading her way.

Had the Innies consolidated all their forces in this one area, hoping to use the combined force of a thousand missiles to soften Lisa and Luna up so that regular infantry could finish the job?

It seemed like it as their numbers continued to grow though, thankfully, the two Cobras were immobile, likely due to their barrels being unable to traverse that low to get a solid target on her.

A small mercy.

'Luna, respond,' Lisa said yet again. 'Can you move? Can you fly?'

The Alicorn didn't respond, continuing to groan and bleed out, so Lisa directed all her attention on the enemy.

They pressed in, shrinking her kill zone from forty metres to thirty, and brought moveable barricades behind which machine guns were set up and soon, their thunderous roar joined the fray sending hundreds of round down range in the space of a few short seconds each.

Lisa drew and primed a frag grenade, tossing it at the closest machine gun, and the weapon and its crew were consumed in a cloud of shrapnel and fire.

She repeated the process on the next two, but the fourth one came up short and only managed to shred the front of the metal barricade without wounding the crew behind it.

Any further machine gun nests would remain as her grenade supply ran out, leaving Lisa with only her rifle and pistol.

She swore and continued firing, watching the kill zone keep shrinking and shrinking, until it was barely fifteen metres in any direction.

'Give up, Spartan!' one Innie called out. 'You're outnumbered, outgunned, and beat up! Lay down your gun, let us kill Luna, and we'll only put you in jail for the crimes you've committed.'

Lisa ended his life with a triple tap to the throat, switched back to single shot, and resumed her work of creating a body strewn battlefield.

A frag sailed through the air and landed inside the crater and Lisa froze, knowing there'd be too little time to pick it up and toss it back, tensing for the inevitable detonation, but a blue glow surrounded the egg shaped explosive and hurled it back over the lip.

She saw Luna's horn cease glowing, questioned how she knew the grenade was there, then pushed the thought out of her mind when a round struck the enlarged plate on her left arm.

It would only distract her from the incoming threat and, hopefully, the princess would continue to toss whatever grenades landed in their little crater back at the enemy.

Another push, another few metres lost, until the Innies were literally within spitting distance, their incoming fire no longer requiring aim they were so close.

Lisa was keenly aware that any second now, her position would be overrun and she and Luna would most likely be killed for what they had done to the Insurrectionists over the past few days.

A detached part of the Spartan's mind questioned whether they would be mutilated and then paraded through the city, like trophies, but quickly refuted the idea.

While the Innies had callously launched missiles on Ponyville twice over, and nuked Canterlot, they weren't on the same level as barbarians or savages, so her corpse and Luna's would get buried in a shallow grave. Maybe.

Whatever happened to them would be a mystery and remain so, but for that to happen the Spartan and the Alcorn would first have to be killed, and given how tenuous the battleground was in front of her, Lisa guessed it wasn't too far off.

She slipped one of her four remaining magazines into place, firing its load of thirty-six bullets off one at a time, watching the Innie forces press ever closer when a new and unexpected hail of gunfire from her left caught the Innies and their griffin allies off guard, and their Spartan target.

Lisa initially believed it to be a case of friendly fire given the griffin's inexperience with the human weapons and awkwardness of holding them, but given the relatively small number of them within the crowd before her, and the sudden yells of incoming, she began to doubt this assumption.

Her doubt increased as cries filtered in over the din of battle, orders to find Luna and Lisa, and when magical bolts sailed overhead too, and Lisa realised that the Equestrian Militia had joined the fray.

She began to question how as the combat harness was nowhere near completion, meaning they wouldn't be able to wield the assault rifles stockpiled for them, only for her question to be answered as only unicorns made up the militia's attack, their horns aglow.

Half carried assault rifles, spraying fire into the Insurrectionist line, and the other half were projecting shields, keeping the ponies with guns safe from harm, moving forward along the road Lisa and Luna had travelled down not ten minutes ago.

The Equestrian assault force managed to push the Insurrectionists and the griffins back enough to reveal their wayward members and scrambled to provide a protective perimeter around them.

Lisa watched two squads rush over.

'You okay?' one of the ponies yelled over the roar of gunfire.

'For now,' Lisa yelled back. 'I took some shrapnel but Luna took more. She's bleeding so I pumped her full of biofoam. We need to get her out of here and to medical help, and then hold out as long as we can.'

'Can do,' the pony said with a nod, barking orders to the line of unicorns that stood between them and the Innies.

They were to cover their exit and then fall back in waves, heading to the militia headquarters, all the while covering Luna's evacuation.

'Can you stand?' the pony asked Lisa as the princess was levitated out of the hole and placed onto a stretcher, four medics picking it up between them.

'Think so,' Lisa said with a grunt, hauling herself up after Luna.

Her legs felt a little wobbly, her midsection still throbbed, but she was breathing, and she was upright.

'Begin falling back,' she said. 'I'll help here but I need a weapon.'

The pony next to her nodded and presented Lisa with his gun alongside twenty spare magazines, before running after Luna's retreating procession, adding a shield spell of his own to the ones already up.

Lisa didn't wait to see it go, rejoining the frontlines as fresh adrenaline surged into her system, beating back the pain a little.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** city of Vanhoover, near Equestrian Militia headquarters. 1806 Hours, April 22, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

'All units, prepare to fall back!' Lisa shouted. 'I want cover fire as you go, keep the Innies pinned. We'll get to the bridge, blow it, then assume a defensive position in and around the HQ. Move, people!'

The ponies of the Equestrian Militia had performed well above Lisa's expectations, carrying out her orders quickly and correctly, falling back block by block, street by street, until they were almost outside their base of operations.

Insurrectionist forces had followed them every step of the wall, attempting to outflank and outmanoeuvre their retreating quarry, but between Lisa's command and the unicorn's magical shields, casualties had been light on the militia's side but heavy for the Innies.

Lisa had ditched her battle rifle, running out of ammo for it, and switched to the MA5B given to her.

She fired it in short bursts, overseeing the retreat, thankful of the sixty-round magazine though resisted the temptation to go full auto, knowing it would deplete the magazine in less than four seconds.

'Staggered retreat, go!' the Spartan barked, staying just on the outer edges of the Equestrian position. 'Rear troops, cover fire.'

A hail of bullets passed overhead, tearing off large chunks of the cobblestone street and forcing the pursuing forces to duck into whatever cover was available to them, giving the final elements of the militia's a chance to run for cover.

Lisa ran after them, stopping occasionally to fire at the enemy, then flat out sprinted across a bridge that spanned one of the numerous rivers and stream in Vanhoover.

Ponies had planted some of her C12 on both sides and as Lisa finally crossed the stone construction, she sent the detonation signal and blew the bridge sky high, its concussive blast throwing her to the floor alongside numerous other ponies as rubble flew over their heads and landed further afield.

She coughed then grimaced, the impact aggregating her wounds, then got back to her feet.

'Fall back to the headquarters,' she said to the ponies around her. 'Establish a perimeter then set up firing positions on all storeys but the ground floor. Once the Innies come, we'll have a siege on our hands.'

Across the river, she saw the Insurrectionists and the griffins split apart, each faction heading for the next bridge crossing, though some enterprising griffins took off, intending to fly over, but militia soldiers shot them down before they could land.

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** city of Vanhoover, inside the Equestrian Militia's headquarters. 1818 Hours, April 22, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Bullets pinged off the window frame, spraying the ponies crouched next to it with a mixture of stone and wooden splinters, and they took a moment to clear themselves before returning fire.

A unicorn primed a frag then tossed it outside, managing to drop it into a cluster of enemies, and wiped out four soldiers in the blink of an eye.

Lisa threw a grenade of her own, taking three more out, before moving onto the next window.

Enemy soldiers had them surrounded on all sides, cutting off every avenue of escape barring the sky, though given the amount of fire being poured into the air by both sides flying out was a risky manoeuvre.

Three Pelicans had briefly made an appearance but only fired their chin mounted guns, likely having exhausted all their missiles during the ambush of Lisa and Luna, remaining an ever present threat in the air until a unicorn had smashed all three's windscreens with a blast of magic, allowing Lisa to spray a full magazine into the cockpits, killing or wounding the pilots.

Only one of the dropships had crashed, its nose ploughing into a cafe before exploding, while the other two broke off their attacks, speeding back to safer lands.

Whether they would return or not remained a daunting question, especially as Lisa felt herself feel the initial stages of blood loss.

Her skin felt clammy and cool against the moisture cloth of her armour, her breathing rate had increased, and she could see on her HUD that her heart rate was increasing, all signs of blood loss.

It was still minor and Lisa could still fight, but it wouldn't stay minor for long and until a doctor could seal up her wounds, it would remain potentially life threatening.

She shook her head clear and unleashed a long burst from her rifle, sending Innie forces ducking into cover, then moved onto the next window and then the next, repeating the process on every floor, going up and down.

With each round made, there were less and less pony defenders and less and less ammo, whereas outside the Insurrectionist forces seemed to continue to swell and grow, throwing more and more soldiers at the Equestrian stronghold.

A rocket streaked from a concealed position outside, striking the building's facade and destroying it along with the window frame a three-pony team was crouched behind.

They were blown apart as well, their body parts spattering everyone else present, as two more rockets made contact with the building.

It shook in time with the detonations, causing dust to fall from the ceiling, making Lisa call into question its structural viability and whether it could sustain another volley of rocket fire.

'Everyone, clear the floor,' she said, pointing at the nearest door. 'Go up one and reinforce the positions there. I want at least two unicorns casting shield spells per room. That should reduce casualties and maintain some kind of cover. If that fails, retreat up a floor and repeat the process. Get them-' She pointed at the enemy outside. '- to use up their ammo and stop them from reaching the princess. Clear?'

They were.

Quickly, and one after the other, all the unicorns with weapons retreated up a floor and joined the ponies already there while Earth ponies grabbed the boxes of ammunition and hauled them upstairs.

Lisa followed, knowing this was a stop gap measure.

The building they were in only had seven floors not including the ground one which they had ignored due to the ease of access given to it by the floor to ceiling windows lining the walls.

With the first floor now abandoned, they had six viable floors left to fight from. The topmost one was being used as an infirmary to treat the wounded, especially Luna, so being pushed back to that floor meant the end of Equestria's remaining fighting forces.

The Spartan let loose an extended burst, firing half her magazine into the streets below, and reloaded.

Without proper reinforcements, this battle could only end in one way for the defenders.

More rockets slammed into the structure and the defenders retreated from the damaged areas, only to retreat again as another salvo was fired and Lisa quickly realised the Innies weren't going to try and storm the building, but level it with them all inside.

'Focus on the rocket launchers,' she shouted. 'Take them out before they can launch.'

The ponies responded to her command, shifting their fire, when all at once the dark night sky was suddenly lit up with a hellish orange glow.

Both sides of the fray stopped and looked, seeing numerous chunks of flaming debris breaking through the dense cloud cover overhead to land in and around Vanhoover, shaking the ground with their impacts and subsequent explosions.

Lisa made her way to a window, looking up, spotting another flaming piece of wreckage.

It looked like the hull of a freighter, hastily armed with appropriated missile launchers and point defence guns from a warship, now little more than a lump of steel on a terminal descent to the ground at high speeds.

The hull flew overhead, raining smaller pieces of metal and trailing smoke, smashing down among some buildings to the east.

'What the heck was that?' a pony asked loudly and nervously.

'A ship,' Lisa said. 'Insurrectionist, most likely, but shot down.'

She looked upwards again to the could layer some miles ahead, now pockmarked with holes from the crashing ships, and caught a glimpse of a number of small fireballs, heading directly for the city.

'What are they?' another pony asked, hoof pointed at the incoming balls.

'Drop pods, I think,' Lisa said, a sudden sensation of relief filling her. 'Helljumpers use them. Looks like we've got support inbound.' She turned to the room. 'I need someone to go to the roof and cast an illusions spell. It needs to look like the UNSC logo so they know where we are.'

Two ponies volunteered and galloped for the roof top, their spirit renewed at the prospect of being reinforced by friendly soldiers, whilst the remaining unicorns continued returning fire at the now panicked Insurrectionist soldiers, torn between completing their mission of killing Luna and Lisa and fleeing in the face of UNSC forces appearing in high orbit.

Another ship screamed over Vanhoover, one more casualty of a fight happening hundreds of miles above Faustia, slamming into the countryside that surrounded the city.

Its reactors detonated and threw up a huge fireball, causing everyone looking at it to cringe, their eyes adjusted to the darkness after so many days without seeing the sun.

Then, at last, the drop pods broke through the cloud layer fully, streaming smoke and steam, adjusting their flight paths to centre on the apartment complex housing the Equestrian Militia, seeing the UNSC logo floating above it.

Their parachutes deployed, slowing the pods, followed in short order by the braking rockets to slow the craft even further.

The pods made a staggered touchdown with a landing zone maybe three miles across with two dropping in right next to Lisa's position on street level.

All the Innie forces present cringed as the pod landed then tensed as its door began hissing, signalling to all that it was about to shoot off and deposit a single ODST onto the battlefield.

It did, the door blowing off to clatter along the street, but much to Lisa's surprise an ODST didn't step out, but what could be nothing other than a Spartan.

They were tall, nearing seven foot, and wearing a variant of the MJOLNIR armour though compared to Lisa's battered affair, this was much sleeker and advanced looking, as well as being much more uniform in terms of components.

If she looked at it hard enough, the overall shape was reminiscent of the Air Assault variant issued to Spartans that acted as Pathfinders during engagements, but streamlined and updated.

Whatever the armour's lineage, it still possessed shields as they lit up once the wearer came under fire.

They reacted with speed that could only come from a Spartan, bringing a DMR into position, and returned fire while ducking into whatever cover was available.

Oddly, Lisa noted they moved in a way not dissimilar to the way taught y the UNSC Army, as opposed to the Spartan way.

Training across all branches of the UNSCDF was more or less mirrored though each branch had their own take on specific aspects like room breaching, or assaulting a position, that reflected their doctrine and heritage, and while an outsider might not be able to tell the slight differences someone who had spent years fighting alongside each armed force would be able to tell.

It baffled Lisa as to why a Spartan would be utilising Army training and doctrine but put the issue aside, figuring she'd find out sooner or later, and returned to the fight.

Over the next several minutes, more of the Spartans appeared from side streets and main routes, all wearing different variations of the MJOLNIR armour and carrying newer looking weapons, too.

They also fought with varying techniques as well, ranging from the Army, to the Marines, to the Helljumpers, but did the job effectively and soon pushed the Innie and griffin forces back, establishing a secure perimeter.

Soon after, Pelicans came swooping in from above and deposited regular forces onto the streets of Vanhoover, carrying with them Warthogs and Scorpions as well, which took up defensive positions around the battered apartment block.

Lisa gave the order for the ponies to hold fire then headed for the stairs, descending to street level where she was me by four of the new Spartans, all of them wearing the same variant of the Air Assault armour, coloured a mottled grey suited for urban warfare.

One she assumed was their leader stepped forward, the same one Lisa had observed emerging from the drop pod, and extended their hand.

'Hey, Chief,' the Spartan, a man said. 'Nice to meet you.'

Lisa cautiously took his hand and shook it as around them, Marines and Spartans fanned out in search of survivors or hiding enemy combatants.

'Who are you?' Lisa said.

'Spartan Joe Jones,' the newcomer said. 'But you can call me JJ. I'm with Fireteam Pegasus, squad leader. We're your backup. Sorry it took so long but HIGHCOM had to scrape together a big enough fleet to come help out. Things have been a bit hectic back home.'

'You're not a Spartan-III,' Lisa observed. 'Or a Spartan-II. You fight like Army.'

JJ's head jerked back in mild surprise then nodded. 'I'm a Spartan-IV, the follow up wave. We're picked from all branches the UNSC has to offer. Not quite on par with you guys or the –IIs, but, we're the best they have to offer.'

'How many of you are there?' Lisa asked.

'In total or deployed with the battlegroup?' JJ asked, gesturing with one hand at the numerous MJOLNIR clad figures milling about.

'Both,' Lisa said.

'A hundred, maybe two?' JJ said, thinking. 'ONI's been trying to swell our ranks after losing most of the Spartan-IIs and –IIIs. They sent most of us here. It's kind of like our first major deployment as a unit.'

It was Lisa's turn to nod as medics appeared, rushing over as they noted the bloodied state of her armour.

'Christ,' one of the muttered upon drawing close. 'You feeling okay, Spartan?'

Lisa mulled that one over.

She had been riding an adrenaline high for close to an hour, the chemical masking her pain for the most part, helped along with the numbing agents already present in the biofoam, but now that the fighting was dying down and she was in no immediate danger, it began creeping up on her alongside fatigue.

'Could be better,' she said. 'I've used a canister of biofoam around an hour ago.'

The medic nodded absently.

'We'll get you on a priority flight up to the battlegroup,' he said. 'I don't think we can fix you up while you've got your armour on.' He gestured to the building above them. 'Any more wounded up there?'

'Yes,' Lisa said. 'Bullet wounds and shrapnel, mostly, though you might be in need of a vet.'

'Yeah, I know,' the medic said as he gently grasped Lisa's arm and began guiding her to a nearby Pelican. 'We've got a whole load of them set to come down once the area's deemed secure.'

'There's a wounded pony in there who needs urgent medical attention,' Lisa said, pointing at the top floor. 'She absorbed close range detonations from nearly a thousand missiles and lost a lot of blood. I pumped her full of biofoam but Luna needs medical attention now.'

'Okay,' the medic said, calling over four corpsmen as he sat Lisa down inside a Pelican. 'We'll put her on the same flight as you and treat her now. That good?'

'Yes,' Lisa said as she sat back, observing the UNSC personnel as they worked.

Buildings were being cleared one by one, some by Marines and some by the Spartan-IVs, some in silence and some amid gunfire while further into the city, the sounds of battle began drifting over the air like they had the previous three days.

Unlike then, however, it was more than just Lisa fighting on behalf of the Equestrians.

They had Marines and Spartans, well trained and well equipped, backed up by Scorpion tanks, Warthog force application vehicles, and air support.

'The pony who needs medical care, what do they look like?' one of the corpsmen asked.

'Blue,' Lisa said. 'They have both wings and a horn, and are missing their back legs. You shouldn't be able to miss her. She'll be the pony on the top floor surrounded by flustered looking doctors.'

'Will they flip out if we try to take her?'

'Just tell them you're taking her to a hospital,' Lisa told them. 'They can understand you.'

The corpsmen nodded and took off, a stretched being carried between them.

Lisa watched them go then let her head fall back as the first medic administered a mild painkiller, feeling it get to work as the same four corpsmen came back out, Luna on the stretcher.

She was loaded onto the same Pelican as Lisa, the rear hatch closing behind her, and the bulky dropship took off the moment it was sealed, rocketing upwards to the orbiting battlegroup.

The Spartan guessed Luna's magic was diminished as the pilots didn't say anything about a sudden loss of radar or communication that was usually brought on by the close proximity to an Alicorn.

Within minutes, the pair was docked aboard a ship and the hatch lowered, medical and veterinary teams awaiting their arrival, and the Spartan and the Alicorn parted ways to have their wounds looked at and treated.
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Chapter Thirty-Five

**Spartan-A196**_**,**_** aboard UNSC Cruiser **_**No Worse Enemy**_**. 1125 Hours, April 26, 2553 (Military Calendar/Local Time)**

Lisa was sat at perpetual attention, dressed in a borrowed set of fatigues, the biggest available onboard the cruiser.

To her mild surprise, they actually managed to fit her tall frame without the sleeves or legs coming up short, or restricting her movement.

She put it down to the new abundance of Spartan soldiers stationed aboard the _Enemy, _a mixture of veterans from all branches the UNSC had to offer. They were clustered on a single deck, hastily repurposed to house all the equipment needed to keep them combat ready, but the individual fireteams were being spread across all the UNSC ground forces to act as force multipliers.

So far, engagements were purely driving enemy forces from Equestria and establishing a defensive line on the eastern coast, at which point the UNSC would await authorisation from HIGHCOM back on Earth to launch combat deployments into the Griffin Kingdom and hunt down the Insurrectionists.

Their fleet was destroyed, and Lisa could see the hulks of many a ship circling Faustia on steadily declining orbits.

Despite being outnumbered by more than four to one, the UNSC battlegroup was made of dedicated warships barring a converted Phoenix-class colony ship, making short work of the repurposed freighters and outdated frigates and destroyers that had made up the Innie fleet.

A few had fled to the planet's surface, disappearing somewhere over the Griffin Kingdom where they would undoubtedly offload troops and supplies, then hold position until they felt it safe to attempt a jump away from the planet.

Lisa could see out of the room's sole window two of the seven frigates that made up part of the battlegroup were helping clear the space around Faustia, using Archer missiles and, on occasion, MAC strikes to break up the Innie fleet, while further out was the Phoenix-class, holding a geosynchronous orbit above Equestria and providing support to ground forces.

Already there were three bases set up on Equestria, two on the east coast and one near Vanhoover, allowing the UNSC to have a solid presence on the ground.

She wished to join them, to have her boots on ground and not be stuck onboard a starship.

But, Lisa was still under medical observation following her stint in the ship's hospital where two of her internal organs were replaced and due a debriefing about her deployment to Equestria.

To that end, across from Lisa and sat behind an antique mahogany desk was the officer in charge of the battlegroup, Rear Admiral Chell Salem. She was diminutive, managing to just scrape past the minimum height requirements for naval service, and scrawny, like she hadn't eaten in months, yet radiated authority and possessed a commanding presence.

'Not bad, Spartan,' Salem said as she flicked through a condensed after action report, compiled by the _Enemy_'s AI, Wolf, based off Lisa's helmet recordings. 'Just you by yourself and you managed to keep the enemy at bay for nearly four whole months. Pretty impressive.'

'It wasn't without friendly casualties and fatalities, ma'am,' Lisa said, thinking back to Ponyville after the missile attacks, and to Canterlot and Trottingham, now little more than radioactive and scorched ruins.

Salem nodded solemnly in agreement, saying, 'You did the best you could given both side's respective available combat resources. It was just unfortunate that the Insurrectionists held the upper hand in that regard.'

'Yes, ma'am,' Lisa said.

'Now then, your debrief,' Salem said as she brought up several individual files on her data pad. 'I've read through most of what Wolf compiled and it's pretty much straight forward. You engaged in guerrilla warfare for the most part, occasionally engaging in direct combat, and performed close protection for the princess during the later stages of the war.'

Lisa nodded.

'It also mentions you nuked Manehatten in the process, and held a gun to Princess Twilight Sparkle's head.' Salem clasped her hands together. 'Mind telling me about those?'

'In what regard, ma'am?' Lisa asked.

'Your thought processes behind both events,' Salam replied. 'You nuked a major centre of economic power, destroying thousands of homes in the process, and came close to killing a princess of an ally. There had to be some rationale behind them.'

'Oh,' Lisa said, thinking. 'Manehatten was at risk of being captured by the Insurrection to use as a staging point for their invasion of Equestria. It possessed deep water ports for ships, easy access to the North Faustian Ocean, and was situated along several major routes, including a railway. Any forces deploying from the city would be able to make forays into Equestria with ease.

'Additionally, the griffins were sending their forces by ship. Most of their merchant navy is designed for coastal operations, hauling cargo to and from the various towns that lie along the western coast, but lack vessels capable of trans-oceanic voyages. Most, if not all of them, would have likely been commandeered by the griffin government and put into use as troop ships. Given the time it takes to build such ships, I felt it best to destroy those sent to Equestria and delay a possible invasion by two months, maybe three.'

Salem made a humming noise, agreeing, but said, 'And did it ever occur to you that the city might not be fully evacuated, or that you'd be putting nearly thirty-thousand residents out of work and destroying their homes?'

'I felt the reduced threat of invasion made up for the fact, ma'am.'

The admiral looked at Lisa for a few seconds then shook her head.

'Ma'am?'Lisa said.

'Nothing, Chief,' Salem said. 'I thought of reprimanding you for being so callous but I realised you're a Spartan, one of the originals. Your thoughts are always focused on the strategic military view, not the political or social one. Besides, what's done is done. Now, Twilight.'

'She was despondent, Admiral,' Lisa said, recalling the incident outside Ponyville. 'Despite attempts by two doctors and her friends, the princess was suffering from low self esteem and there were fears she might attempt suicide, or try to harm Fluttershy and Big Macintosh.'

'So you went all drill sergeant on her?'

Lisa nodded.

'The gentle method wasn't working as quickly as her doctors had hoped so I decided to emulate one of my drill instructors from training. He managed to give me the motivation to try.'

'And the whole threatening to kill Twilight part,' Salem said as she read from her computer. 'Your drill instructor did the same to you, did he?'

'No,' Lisa said. 'I was threatened with being kicked out of the Spartan-III program which I felt was almost as bad. I saw it as a means to get revenge on the Covies for killing my parents. Being kicked out would mean I wouldn't get that chance.'

'So you substituted being washed out with being killed,' Salem said.

'Twilight seemed to feel like she should be dead,' Lisa said. 'I made her face that possibility head on with little time to prepare. It worked and she made steps to recovery.'

'Okay,' Salem said as a slight expression of alarm passed over her face. 'But you never intended to kill her, did you?'

'No, ma'am. Everything I did during my deployment was to ensure the continuation of Equestria as both a government and a country. I felt that one of its remaining rulers becoming depressed or suicidal ran contrary to the orders given to me by both Commander Colbert and Princess Celestia.'

Salem nodded once more as she leaned back in her chair, adopting an informal posture.

'Yes, they noticed,' she said. 'And in recognition of your efforts, even the less than savoury moments, Princess Luna and Princes Twilight Sparkle have both agreed to extend to you an offer of becoming an honorary citizen of Equestria, seeing as how you don't, technically, have a home planet anymore.'

The admiral's words caused Lisa to blink in surprise for a moment, processing what she had heard.

'They have?' the Spartan said after a moment.

Salem hummed, nodding. 'Yes. Luna and Twilight felt that given how selflessly you acted in the defence of their home was something they'd expect from a native, not an alien. Therefore, and in light of your home planet being destroyed, the two princesses have granted you full citizenship within Equestria, should you choose to accept it. You'll always be welcome, and you'll always be remembered as a hero.'

Lisa said nothing, still trying to fully process the information said by the admiral.

'I'm sorry. They're offering me citizenship?' Lisa said. 'As in, I'll be considered a resident of Equestria?'

'Yes,' Salem said, drawing the word out. 'You, Chief Petty Officer SPARTAN-A196, are being offered the chance to become the first human ever to be a resident and citizen of Equestria. That means Faustia will become your home planet, in a manner of speaking, and your name added to Equestria's next census.'

The admiral leaned forward, hands clasping together in front of her again, adding, 'I'd seriously think about taking it, Chief. The war with the Covenant's over, we won, and you did a hell of a lot helping get that win. You deserve a chance to unwind and rest, and I think living on Equestria might not be so bad. I mean, now that we're going to be building diplomatic relationships with them, we're going to need a permanent presence to maintain that relationship.'

'I'm not trained for diplomacy, ma'am,' Lisa said.

'I know,' Salem said. 'But whatever staff we have on the planet are going to need someone to provide security, aren't they? What better choice than a Spartan who's a naturalised citizen.'

Lisa thought about the matter for a moment before speaking.

'I'm going to have to decline the offer,' she said. 'I'd prefer to remain in an active combat role than provide security to a UNSC facility on a low-threat planet.'

'I figured you'd say as much,' Salem said, her facial expression barely shifting at Lisa's refusal. 'After all, you're a Spartan-III. Next to the –IIs, you guys are amongst the most dedicated soldiers around. Still, it wouldn't hurt to accept the citizenship and have you rotate through this facility once a year or so, right?'

'Right,' the Spartan said.

Salem smiled, a slight movement of her mouth that revealed a few glimpses of crooked but clean teeth. 'I'll get started on the paperwork soon, see what the ramifications of having an active duty soldier whose home world is governed by alien ponies. Should send Section Two over the moon; give them a new headline to send out across the colonies.'

Lisa said nothing.

'Anyway,' Salem said. 'Now that's out of the way, we should get around to discussing another topic. The Spartan-IV program. Now, I understand you've done some inquiring about it already while recovering, yes?'

'Yes,' Lisa said with a nod.

'Do you want to be a part of it?'

'No,' Lisa said. 'I looked over some of the policies they have and they're too constrictive. I'm used to making the occasional repair of my armour, even when I'm not on deployment, so I know roughly how to fix it when I am on deployment and miles from the nearest armour technician. The rule about not performing any repairs or maintenance on their armour could cause issues further down the line. And the part about only eating specially measured meals doesn't seem sensible, either.

'I've always eaten the same dredge as Marines and I'm no worse for wear.'

The corner of Salem's mouth twitched upwards a little further.

'Does that mean you don't want the armour, too?' she said.

'No, ma'am. I'll take that,' Lisa said. 'I just don't want to be hindered by regulations that might reduce my effectiveness in the field.'

Salem's smile widened fractionally and she said, 'Very well, Chief. You can remain a Spartan-III. I'll send word down to the boys on S-Deck to get a suit of armour ready. I expect you'll be itching to get back into the fight, drive the Innies from Equestria?'

The Spartan nodded.

'Okay,' Salem said as she picked up her data pad and began manipulating the icons that littered its screen. 'We'll schedule the additional augmentations for the journey home, make you even more lethal. Until then, there's work to be done. Your home has been invaded and attacked. Feel up to getting rid of them?'

Lisa though about it for a second, feeling how her body felt.

She'd had her stomach and one kidney replaced, three ribs were cracked, her body was covered in bruises, and the scars from surgery and shrapnel were still a little sore.

Not her best, but, definitely not her worst.

'Yes, ma'am.'

**And with three of the Mane Six, two princesses, one villain, two Cutie Mark Crusaders, one alligator, eleven other official named characters, numerous original characters, two whole cities, most of Ponyville, and a dragon nobody gives a shit about dead, not to mention two of the three remaining Mane Six blinded and the sixth lacking a horn, this has got to be the bloodiest story I've ever written. Yay, M30. YAY!**

**Of course, there is the customary thanks to everyone who stayed with this blood fest, reviewed it, faved and whatnot. There is a sequel, and a sequel to that sequel, already churning away inside the madhouse that I call a mind so stay tuned.**

**Until then, HAIL HYDRA!**


End file.
